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Introduction 


At  the  time  of  his  birth  a  career  such  as  the  one  for  which 
Frederick  Law  Olmsted  eventually  became  famous  was  almost 
beyond  imagining.  When  America's  first  landscape  architect  and 
city  planner  was  born  in  Hartford,  Connecticut,  on  April  26,  1822, 
open  countryside  was  easily  accessible  to  town  dwellers,  and  rural 
sounds  and  odors  permeated  urban  life.  Hogs  were  the  sanita- 
tionmen  of  the  day,  collecting  garbage  from  gutters,  and  steaming 
manure  smells  rather  than  carbon  monoxide  filled  the  air.  To 
introduce  nature  within  the  urban  sphere  would  have  seemed 
irrelevant,  unnecessary. 

True,  for  pragmatic  reasons,  central-city  open  space  was 
indeed  reserved:  the  village  green  for  common  pasturage,  the 
parade  ground  for  military  drill,  the  residential  square  to  set  neigh- 
borhood tone.  It  was  true,  too,  that  Americans  were  beginning  to 
adopt  a  new  attitude  toward  nature.  Following  distinctions  that  had 
been  enunciated  in  England  at  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century, 
writers  and  travelers  about  this  time  began  classifying  landscapes 
into  aesthetic  categories.  The  wilderness  cult  gradually  permeated 
religion  and  philosophy,  and  the  stern  Calvinist  God  of  the  Scrip- 
tures was  gradually  replaced  by  the  concept  of  God  in  Nature,  as 
Americans  sought  examples  of  His  hand  in  the  forests  and  on  the 
mountaintops. 

Few  people  in  1822,  however,  looked  for  anything  good  or 
beautiful  in  the  cities.  Thomas  Jefferson  had  firmly  declared  them 
pernicious  to  the  moral  health  of  the  nation,  although  in  1816  he 
was  forced  to  admit  "that  to  be  independent  for  the  comforts  of 


life  .  .  .  we  must  now  place  the  manufacturer  by  the  side  of  the 
agriculturist."  In  other  words,  America  should  have  cities  grudg- 
ingly, out  of  necessity,  but  her  self-image  should  be  agrarian, 
pastoral. 

Olmsted's  birth  roughly  coincided  with  the  birth  of  technol- 
ogy in  America,  and  it  would  be  impossible  to  ignore  for  long 
the  immense  stimulus  technology  exerted  upon  urbanization  and 
the  fact  that  there  really  was  no  turning  back  to  Jefferson's  orig- 
inal arcadian  vision  of  a  completely  pastoral  America.  Fifteen 
years  before  Olmsted  was  born,  Robert  Fulton  had  successfully 
demonstrated  the  miracle  of  steam  power  for  water  transport; 
when  Olmsted  was  three,  the  growth  of  commercial  towns  in  up- 
state New  York  was  made  possible  by  the  opening  of  the  Erie 
Canal;  and  when  he  was  eight  the  laying  of  the  first  rails  of  the 
Baltimore  and  Ohio  line  allowed  a  new  breed  of  Utopians  to  begin 
dreaming  of  a  network  of  cities  stretching  across  the  all-but- 
untenanted  continent. 

Jefferson,  a  child  of  the  Enlightenment,  was  enthusiastic 
about  the  new  labor-saving  inventions  of  the  age,  and  Americans 
in  general  felt  a  great  sense  of  pleasurable  awe  as  the  wonders 
of  industrial  technology  became  manifest.  Few  people  sensed  there 
was  anything  incompatible  between  Progress  and  Nature.  Cer- 
tainly no  one  worried  very  much  over  the  design  of  the  rapidly 
mushrooming  new  cities  or  the  expanding  old  ones  and  the  conse- 
quences of  their  planning,  or  lack  of  planning,  upon  the  lives  of 
their  inhabitants.  Nature  could  be  innocently  eradicated  wherever 
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necessary  to  accommodate  urban  growth.  For  a  while  at  least,  it 
seemed  possible  that  America  could  have  both  its  factories  and 
its  pure  and  sparkling  streams;  somehow,  in  the  New  World, 
technology  would  not  betray  the  promise  of  the  good  life  by 
creating  ugly  and  socially  harmful  environments  as  it  had  in 
the  Old. 

Commercial  growth  and  industrial  wealth  fed  another  im- 
pulse that  gathered  momentum  in  the  decade  preceding  the  Civil 
War.  As  the  concerns  of  the  country  became  increasingly  material- 
istic, Americans  focused  less  on  the  spiritual  woes  and  the  Dick- 
ensian  misery  of  the  bad,  old  European  cities  and  more  on  the 
features  that  made  them  entertaining,  cultured,  and  civilized. 
The  post-Revolutionary  chauvinism  that  put  a  premium,  as  Jeffer- 
son had  done,  on  rustic  simplicity  and  native  innocence  began 
to  wear  thin,  and  a  desire  to  emulate  European  elegance  and 
sophistication  with  a  variety  of  civic  embellishments  grew.  In 
short,  Americans  had  begun  to  feel  self-consciously  provincial,  and, 
while  untutored  primitivism  remained  a  heroic  myth  for  the 
frontier,  upper-class  city  dwellers  desired  concert  halls,  libraries, 
museums — and  parks. 

Paradoxically,  a  growing  awareness  of  the  social  cost  of 
industrialism  (and  it  was,  of  course,  newly  generated  industrial 
wealth  that  made  possible  the  creation  of  these  urban  jewels  in 
the  first  place)  stimulated  a  widespread  sentimental  reverence  for 
nature  as  a  spiritual  balm  and  antidote  to  the  increasingly  frenetic, 
dehumanizing  aspects  of  city  life.  Elegiac,  landscaped  cemeteries 
such  as  Mount  Auburn  in  Boston  and  Greenwood  in  Brooklyn 
replaced  churchyards  as  burial  grounds,  and  they  became  favorite 
Sunday  visiting  spots  in  the  1840's.  They  must  have  helped 
stimulate  the  desire  for  pleasure  grounds  without  pathos,  particu- 
larly as  American  travelers  returned  from  abroad  impressed  by 
the  municipal  parks  they  had  seen. 

Cities  continued  to  grow  at  an  ever  accelerating  rate,  but 


no  longer  in  a  random  way,  as  they  had  before  the  nineteenth 
century.  Their  form  was  in  most  cases  dictated  by  the  rigid  rules 
of  geometry.  New  York  had  since  1811  been  marching  steadily 
uptown  to  the  uniform  beat  of  its  official  gridiron  plan.  No  devia- 
tion to  accommodate  natural  topography  was  thought  necessary. 
The  regularity  of  rectangular  blocks  and  standard-size  lots  sim- 
plified the  task  of  the  surveyor  and  the  profit  calculations  of  the 
real  estate  speculator. 

Between  the  time  of  Olmsted's  birth  and  the  time  he  took 
up  residence  in  New  York  some  thirty  years  later,  the  city's 
population  had  more  than  tripled  its  growth,  from  125,000  to 
425,000.  While  the  old  Brownstone  New  York  of  the  1850's  would 
probably  appear  quaintly  charming  to  our  automobile-assaulted 
twentieth-century  eyes,  people  then  complained  loudly  of  its 
dirt,  noise,  and  ugliness  and  of  its  festering  urban  pathologies — 
crowded  and  unhygienic  slums,  official  corruption,  gang  warfare. 

Greenwood  Cemetery,  1867. 
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The   cases    for   and    against    urbanization    had    obviously   grown 
much  thornier  and  complex  than  they  had  been  in  Jefferson's  day. 

Olmsted  felt  conflicting  emotions  toward  the  city,  and  out 
of  his  ambivalence  arose  his  great  contributions  to  it.  He  was 
primarily  a  Jeffersonian  at  heart,  but  at  the  same  time  he  put  a 
high  premium  on  the  value  of  "civilization"  and  its  accompanying 
social  and  material  amenities.  As  a  young  man,  he  turned  his  hand 
to  farming,  enthusiastically  applying  the  latest  principles  of  agri- 
cultural science  to  a  fruit-tree  nursery  on  Staten  Island.  Even 
when  he  abandoned  this  line  of  work  to  become  a  traveling  jour- 
nalist, first  in  England  and  then  in  the  South,  he  maintained  a 
Jeffersonian  self-image,  signing  his  literary  productions  "Yeoman" 
and  "An  American  Farmer." 

Though  he  read  the  transcendentalists  with  admiration,  he 
was  too  objective,  too  "gentlemanly"  perhaps,  to  subscribe  to 
their  radicalism.  It  is  his  aristocratic  paternalism,  as  well  as  his 
somewhat  wooden  prose  style,  that  makes  him  so  much  less  acces- 
sible as  a  person  to  us  today  than  Thoreau.  Thoreau's  simplicity 
and  desire  to  abandon  the  materialism  of  civilized  society  put 
him,  unlike  Olmsted,  in  tune  with  contemporary  existentialism 
and  despairing  anti-urbanism.  Still,  Olmsted  did  what  Thoreau 
could  not  have  done  and  would  not  have  cared  to  do:  he  did  not 
turn  his  back  on  the  process  of  American  urbanization;  rather, 
he  took  the  Jeffersonian  rural  ideal  and  carried  it  into  the  heart 
of  the  city.  It  is  for  putting  a  great  and  wonderful  village  green — 
a  village  green  enlarged  to  a  metropolitan  scale — in  the  middle 
of  New  York  City  that  Olmsted  is  chiefly  remembered,  not  that 
Central  Park  is  his  best  work  but  because  it  is,  as  Henry  James 
remarked,  "the  cheerful,  capable,  bustling,  even  if  overworked, 
hostess  of  the  one  inn,  somewhere,  who  has  to  take  all  the  travel." 

Like  the  Beaux  Arts  architects,  he  tried  to  stamp  the  city  with 
an  ennobling  vision.  Olmsted's  parks  were  designed  to  be  ele- 
gant, elevating,  educational.  But,  whereas  Richard  Morris  Hunt 


and  Stanford  White  turned  out  buildings  of  eclectic  grandeur, 
Olmsted's  sympathies  were  more  attuned  to  the  style  of  H.  H. 
Richardson,  his  friend  and  frequent  collaborator.  His  sources  of 
inspiration  did  not  lie  in  Greece,  Rome,  or  France,  but  rather 
in  England. 

He  was  more  than  an  arranger  of  bucolic  scenes,  however. 
He  was  the  country's  first  transportation  planner,  introducing  in 
the  Central  Park  transverse  roads  the  principle  of  grade  separation 
of  traffic.  As  he  matured  in  his  profession,  he  came  to  regard 
landscapes  as  kinetic,  sequential  experiences  in  which  memory 
and  anticipation  played  important  roles.  Both  the  word  "parkway" 
and  its  concept  are  his. 

Olmsted  extended  his  practice  of  designing  with  nature 
from  the  scale  of  the  individual  park  to  that  of  the  city-wide  park 
system.  Utilizing  natural  drainage  patterns,  he  wove  chains  of 
green  through  the  gray  warp  and  woof  of  the  urban  grid,  stringing 
together  like  emeralds  on  a  necklace  large  parks,  such  as  those 
that  he  designed  in  Buffalo  and  Boston.  In  his  schemes  for  the 
development  of  northern  Manhattan  and  for  Staten  Island,  which 
unfortunately  were  never  realized,  and  for  Riverside,  a  suburb 
of  Chicago  that  was  built  according  to  his  plan,  he  laid  out  cur- 
vilinear streets  following  natural  topographic  features.  By  develop- 
ing a  hierarchy  of  roads,  he  established  the  idea  of  segregating 
residential  and  commercial  traffic. 

It  was,  of  course,  machine  technology — specifically  the 
technology  of  rail  transportation — that  made  possible  Olmsted's 
suburban  solution  as  an  alternative  to  life  in  the  compacted  central 
city.  That  suburban  ideal,  so  innovative  for  its  time,  is  now  some- 
what discredited.  Less  capable  designers  have  turned  curvilinear 
streets  into  a  formula  as  sterile  as  the  conventional  grid,  and  the 
advent  of  the  automobile  has  caused  the  line  of  demarcation 
between  the  city  and  the  surrounding  country  to  become  increas- 
ingly blurred  and  distended  by  a  blanket  of  look-alike  houses. 
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The  affluence  of  post-Civil  War  industrialization  gave  rise 
to  the  Gilded  Age  and  brought  Olmsted  a  new  set  of  clients. 
Vanderbilts  and  Rockefellers  engaged  him  to  lay  out  the  grounds 
of  their  estates.  He  was  retained  as  campus  planner  of  a  long  list 
of  schools  and  colleges  including  Lawrenceville,  Groton,  Colgate, 
Amherst,  Smith,  and  Stanford.  Cities  all  across  the  country 
wanted  their  municipal  parks  laid  out  by  the  acknowledged 
master,  and  Olmsted  found  himself  on  trains  traveling  to  Louis- 
ville, Kansas  City,  Milwaukee,  and  Rochester.  In  Washington,  D.C., 
he  designed  the  grounds  of  the  Capitol,  and  proposed  the  present 
terrace  and  parapet  on  its  West  Side,  a  departure  from  the  usual 
leitmotif  of  rural  scenery  that  characterized  most  of  his  work. 

Besides  being  a  gifted  artist,  Olmsted  was  also  a  social 
reformer.  He  served  as  the  executive  secretary  of  the  United 
States  Sanitary  Commission  (the  forerunner  of  the  Red  Cross) 
during  the  Civil  War,  and  out  of  that  experience  grew  his  concern 
and  expertise  in  the  field  of  public  health,  which  is  reflected  in 
his  1871  Report  to  the  Staten  Island  Improvement  Commission. 
He  campaigned  for  Yosemite,  the  country's  first  national  park  and 
for  the  preservation  of  Niagara  Falls  from  the  cancerous  growth  of 
commercial  honky-tonk  that  was  eating  away  the  scenery  on  its 
periphery. 

Olmsted's  style  of  planning  and  park  design,  his  use  of 
nature  to  humanize  the  city  and  soften  its  hard  edges,  was  at  last 
superseded  by  another  approach,  that  of  the  City  Beautiful,  with 
its  emphasis  on  public  architecture  of  neoclassical  grandeur. 
Olmsted  had  worked,  if  not  with  affinity,  at  least  in  courteous 
harmony  with  Beaux  Arts  architects  like  Hunt;  indeed,  he  himself 
used  formalistic  elements  in  his  work  as  he  felt  that  symmetry 
and  order  were  appropriate  in  the  Central  Park  Mall  and  other 
promenades  where  large  crowds  were  expected  to  congregate. 
Although  he  bitterly  opposed  the  attempts  to  decorate  his  parks 
with  a  cake  frosting  of  monumental  entrances  and  archways,  he 


made  such  concessions  to  the  Beaux  Arts  spirit  as  he  felt  were 
warranted.  In  the  site  plan  for  the  Columbian  Exposition  of  1893 
in  Chicago,  he  grouped  the  great  white  halls  of  his  collaborators 
around  a  series  of  formal  courts.  It  was  the  dazzling  eclectic  archi- 
tecture of  the  Exposition  that  captured  the  public  imagination  and 
sent  every  major  city  in  the  country  into  a  frenzy  of  municipal 
aggrandizement,  eclipsing  the  unheroic,  less  self-conscious  style 
that  Olmsted  had  practiced  for  the  preceding  thirty-five  years. 

Now  the  pendulum  has  reversed.  Monumental  grandeur  is 
no  longer  considered  the  hallmark  of  a  sophisticated  civilization. 
In  the  age  of  ecology  the  mood  of  a  growing  segment  of  the 
population  is  again  one  of  appreciation  of  the  role  of  nature  in  the 
urban  context.  Long  neglected,  Olmsted  has  gained  a  new  rele- 
vancy and  reputation  as  people  are  rediscovering  the  importance 
of  his  work  and  words. 

The  trail  that  I  have  followed  in  reconstructing  Olmsted's 
aesthetic  perceptions  and  social  values  has  been  blazed  by  his- 
torians; friends  have  helped  me  on  my  way.  My  primary  debt  of 
gratitude  is  to  Charles  McLaughlin,  who,  with  the  help  of  other 
Olmsted  scholars,  is  editing  a  five-volume  edition  of  the  Olmsted 
papers  and  who  generously  provided  me  with  a  copy  of  his 
doctoral  dissertation,  "The  Selected  Letters  of  Frederick  Law 
Olmsted." 

Articles  in  various  quarterlies  and  journals  by  Laura  Wood 
Roper,  author  of  a  forthcoming  biography  of  Frederick  Law 
Olmsted,  have  been  helpful,  as  have  the  collected  reports  relating 
to  Olmsted's  plans  for  New  York,  Landscape  into  Cityscape, 
edited  by  Albert  Fein,  the  author  of  another  Olmsted  biography. 
I  am  grateful  to  Victoria  Ranney  for  copies  of  the  correspondence 
of  the  Olmsted  family  while  they  were  residing  in  California. 

Conversations  with  Jason  Epstein  have  aided  my  under- 
standing of  Olmsted  in  the  context  of  American  history,  as  have 
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the  bibliographic  references  provided  me  by  Peter  Decker. 
Thanks  are  also  due  to  Jon  Alvah  Peterson  for  his  courtesy  in 
allowing  me  to  read  his  doctoral  dissertation,  "The  Origins  of  the 
Comprehensive  City  Planning  Ideal  in  the  United  States,"  and  to 
Sam  Bass  Warner  for  sending  me  a  copy  of  his  lecture  notes  on 
"The  Loss  of  Purpose  in  Urban  Landscape  Architecture." 


I  am  appreciative  of  the  encouragement  of  Julian  Bach,  my 
literary  agent  and  a  long-time  admirer  of  Olmsted.  My  thanks 
go  to  Margaret  Goldwater  of  the  staff  of  the  Olmsted  Sesquicen- 
tennial  Committee  for  many  helpful  favors  and  to  William  Alex, 
my  collaborator  on  this  book,  for  shared  insights,  ideas,  and 
information. 

ELIZABETH  BARLOW 


The  Picturesque  Tradition:  Viewing  Nature  Through  a  Claude  Glass 


Edward  interrupted  her  by  saying,  "You  must  not  inquire 
too  far,  Marianne — remember,  I  have  no  knowledge  in  the 
picturesque,  and  I  shaJJ  offend  you  by  my  ignorance  and 
want  of  taste,  if  we  come  to  particulars.  I  shall  call  hills 
steep,  which  ought  to  be  bold;  surfaces  strange  and  uncouth, 
which  ought  to  be  irregular  and  rugged;  and  distant  objects 
out  of  sight,  which  ought  only  to  be  indistinct  through  the 
soft  medium  of  a  hazy  atmosphere.  You  must  be  satisfied 
with  such  admiration  as  I  can  honestly  give.  J  call  it  a  very 
fine  country — the  hiJJs  are  steep,  the  woods  seem  full  of 
fine  timber,  and  the  valley  Jooks  com/ortabJe  and  snug — with 
rich  meadows  and  several  neat  /arm-houses  scattered  here 
and  there.  It  easily  answers  my  idea  of  a  fine  country,  be- 
cause it  unites  beauty  with  utility — and  I  dare  say  it  is  a 
picturesque  one  too,  because  you  admire  it;  I  can  easily 
believe  it  to  be  full  of  rocks  and  promontories,  grey  moss 
and  brushwood,  but  these  are  all  lost  on  me.  I  know  nothing 
of  the  picturesque." 

Jane  Austen,  Sense  and  Sensibility 


Olmsted  was  thirty-five  when,  with  the  architect  Calvert  Vaux, 
he  submitted  the  winning  entry  in  the  design  competition  for 
Central  Park.  In  a  long,  reminiscing  letter  that  he  wrote  many 
years   later   to   an   old   girl   friend,    Lizzy    Baldwin    Whitney,    he 


Drawing  in  William  Gilpin's  Forest  Scenery,  1791. 
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suggested  that  the  dilettantism  of  his  youth  had  not  been  com- 
pletely pointless  but,  rather,  had  acted  as  fertilizer  for  his  late- 
blooming  career  in  landscape  architecture.  He  said  that  while  still 
a  boy  he  had  discovered  two  books  in  the  Hartford  public  library 
that  informed  his  whole  way  of  looking  at  nature  and  later  became 
his  professional  touchstones.  They  were  Sir  Uvedale  Price's  On 
the  Picturesque  and  William  Gilpin's  Forest  Scenery,  both  written 
at  the  end  of  the  eighteenth  century,  "which  I  esteem  so  much  more 
than  any  published  since,  as  stimulating  the  exercise  of  judgment 
in  matters  of  my  art,  that  I  put  them  into  the  hands  of  my  pupils 
as  soon  as  they  come  into  our  office,  saying,  'You  are  to  read 
these  seriously,  as  a  student  of  law  would  read  Blackstone.'  " 

Price  had  based  his  appreciation  of  nature  on  the  study  of 
painting.  Railing  against  the  smoothed  out,  rounded,  regular  forms 
favored  by  the  English  estate  designer  "Capability"  Brown,  he 
urged  landscape  "improvers"  to  consult  "the  authorities  of  those 
great  artists  who  have  most  diligently  studied  the  beauties  of 
nature."  He  especially  praised  the  naturalistic  lyrical  repose  of 
Claude  Lorrain,  which  he  characterized  as  beautiful;  Salvator 
Rosa  was  admired  for  his  rugged,  dramatic  picturesque  effects 
based  on  roughness,  sudden  variation,  and  irregularity.  Putting  it 
another  way,  Price  found  beauty  embodied  in  the  smooth  flowing 
lines  of  a  Grecian  temple  in  its  perfect  state,  while  a  temple  in  ruins, 
shrouded  with  moss  and  vines,  exemplified  the  picturesque.  A 
third  category  of  landscape — the  sublime — was  typified  by  moun- 
tains, awesome  and  vast  in  scale,  or  a  tumultuous  sea. 

Gilpin,  vicar  of  Boldre  in  New-Forest,  spent  much  time  travel- 
ing through  that  English  preserve  analyzing  the  visual  character 
of  its  landscapes.  Forest  Scenery  contains  a  long  discourse  on  the 
aesthetic  properties  of  various  species  of  trees.  Gilpin  found,  for 
instance,  that  "the  oak  joins  the  idea  of  strength  to  beauty;  while 
the  ash  rather  joins  the  ideas  of  beauty,  and  elegance."  He  thought 
"no  tree  is  better  adapted  to  receive  grand  masses  of  light"  than 


View  of  Central  Park,  1862. 

the  elm,  but  found  the  beech  ugly  in  spite  of  its  picturesque  trunk 
whose  bark  "tempts  the  lover  to  make  it  the  depository  of  his 
mistress's  name." 

Olmsted,  too,  came  to  look  at  trees  not  so  much  as  a 
botanist  or  gardener  would,  but  rather  as  the  arboreal  pallette 
of  the  landscape  artist;  their  forms  and  tints  were  the  stuff  from 
which  scenic  effects  were  made.  He  took  Gilpin's  precepts  for 
park  scenery  to  heart  and  made  them  the  cardinal  principles  of 
landscape  composition  in  his  parks.  Indeed,  the  Vicar  of  Boldre 
might  well  have  been  describing  Central  or  Prospect  parks  when 
he  recommended  "a  varied  surface — where  the  ground  swells,  and 
falls — where  hanging  lawns,  screened  with  wood,  are  connected 
with  valleys — and  where  one  part  is  continually  playing  in  con- 
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trast  with  another,"  or  advised  that  in  park  structures  rustic  sim- 
plicity take  precedence  over  "all  the  labored  works  of  art,"  and 
the  park's  boundaries  be  secreted  from  view. 

Gilpin  supplied  his  readers  with  a  series  of  warm-tinted  oval 
vignettes  illustrating  idealized  tree  forms  and  landscape  qualities. 
The  Price-Gilpin  manner  of  looking  at  nature  according  to  the 
principles  of  painterly  composition  is  symbolized  by  a  device 
known  as  a  Claude  glass.  Reputedly  invented  as  an  art  aid  by  the 
painter  Claude  Lorrain,  it  was  a  convex,  dark-toned  glass  that 
reflected  landscapes  in  miniature,  with  "old  master"  tints  and 
merging  detail.  It  was  popular  with  landscape  painters  and 
gentlemen  travelers  in  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth  centuries 
and  was  still  used  in  the  first  half  of  the  nineteenth  century.  The 
Claude  glass,  whether  actual  or  simply  metaphorical,  typifies  the 
perception  of  nature  as  scenes,  vignettes,  "art." 

Like  other  educated  travelers  of  his  day,  Olmsted  carried 
as  mental  baggage  an  imaginary  Claude  glass  and  the  standards 
of  Price  and  Gilpin  wherever  he  traveled.  The  extended  carriage 
tours  with  his  father  and  stepmother,  which  formed  his  happiest 
recollections  of  his  early  life,  were,  he  said,  "really  tours  in  search 
of  the  picturesque."  When  he  was  twenty-two,  his  father  sent  him 
to  inspect  some  family  property  near  his  uncle  David  Brook's 
farm  in  Cheshire,  Connecticut.  He  and  a  hired  hand  stayed  in  a 
"shantee"  on  the  place,  chopping  firewood  in  anticipation  of  winter 
when  the  family  would  return  to  go  sledding.  To  his  father  in 
Hartford,  he  wrote: 

I  found  some  of  the  most  picturesque  &  sublime  scenes  I 
ever  saw  within  a  mile  or  two.  The  mountains  are  remarkably 
grand — &  every  few  rods  almost  is  a  brook  which  winds 
about  in  the  gorges — till  it  finds  the  most  effective  spot  for 
a  display — when  [it]  jumps  off  &  comes  tumbling  &  smash- 
ing through  the  rocks — over  the  side  of  the  mountains  in  the 
most  astonishing  manner. 


Six  years  later,  having  left  the  Staten  Island  farm  his  father 
had  bought  for  him  to  go  on  a  walking  tour  of  England  with  his 
brother  John  and  Charles  Loring  Brace,  he  assembled  his  impres- 
sions in  Walks  and  Talks  of  an  American  Farmer  in  England. 
"There  we  were  right  in  the  midst  of  it!"  he  exclaimed. 

The  country — and  such  a  country! — green,  dripping,  glisten- 
ing, gorgeous!  We  stood  dumb-stricken  by  its  loveliness,  as 
from  the  bleak  April  and  bare  boughs  we  had  left  at  home, 
broke  upon  us  that  English  May — sunny,  leafy,  blooming 
May — in  an  English  lane;  with  hedges,  English  hedges,  haw- 
thorn hedges,  all  in  blossom;  homely  old  farm  houses,  quaint 
stables,  and  haystacks;  the  old  church  spire  over  the  distant 
trees;  the  mild  sun  beaming  through  the  watery  atmosphere, 
and  all  so  quiet — the  only  sounds  the  hum  of  bees  and  the 
crisp  grass-tearing  of  a  silken-skinned,  real  (unimported) 
Hereford  cow  over  the  hedge. 

Olmsted's  enchantment  with  English  pastoral  scenery  never 
wore  off,  and  even  after  he  returned  home  it  remained  for  him  a 
kind  of  yardstick  for  judging  landscapes.  Charles  McLaughlin,  the 
Olmsted  scholar,  has  remarked  that,  because  of  Olmsted's  predis- 
position to  the  pastoral,  "it  was  a  struggle  [for  him]  to  come  to 
terms  with  western  scenery.  He  could  sense  the  grandeur  of  the 
Yosemite  Valley,  but  was  happier  when  the  great  cliffs  were  veiled 
in  the  mists  of  the  early  rainy  season  so  that  one  could  enjoy 
without  distraction  the  lovely  pastoral  scenery  of  the  valley 
floor." 

In  Gilpinesque  fashion,  Olmsted  analyzed  English  trees, 
praising  the  copper  beech,  which,  along  with  the  Norway  spruce, 
gave  "a  dark,  ponderous  tone"  to  the  landscape.  He  also  admired 
the  English  elm.  Though  it  was  not  as  fine  a  single  tree  as  the 
American  elm,  he  noted,  it  was  "even  more  effective  in  masses, 
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because  thicker  and  better  filled  out  in  general  outline." 

Olmsted  liked  the  way  animals  were  consciously  used  as 
grace  notes,  embellishing  English  parkscapes.  He  was  particularly 
struck  by  the  deer  park  at  Eton  Hall,  which  he  saw  in  the  mellow 
light  of  late  afternoon. 

Herds  of  fallow-deer,  fawns,  cattle,  sheep  and  lambs  quietly 
feeding  near  us,  and  moving  slowly  in  masses  at  a  distance; 
a  warm  atmosphere,  descending  sun  and  sublime  shadows 
from  fleecy  clouds  transiently  darkening  in  succession,  sunny 
surface,  cool  woodside,  flocks  and  herds,  and  foliage. 

Recollections  of  Eton  Hall  must  have  figured  in  his  design  of  the 
sheep  meadow  in  Central  Park  and  the  deer  meadow  in  Prospect 
Park. 

Not  just  the  English  landscape  in  general,  but  English  parks, 
particularly  those  that  followed  the  principles  of  the  eighteenth- 
century  landscape  improver,  Humphrey  Repton,  must  have  made 
a  lasting  impression  on  Olmsted,  for  Reptonian  elements  are  to  be 
found  in  his  parks.  Repton  established  a  middle  ground  between 
the  smoothed-out  forms  of  "Capability"  Brown  and  the  unkempt 
naturalism  recommended  by  the  practitioners  of  the  picturesque 
school.  An  early  advocate  of  designing  with  nature,  he  believed 
that  "all  rational  improvement  of  grounds  is,  necessarily,  founded 
on  a  due  attention  to  the  character  and  situation  of  the  place  to 
be  improved"  and  that  "one  of  the  fundamental  principles  of 
landscape  gardening  is  to  disguise  the  real  boundary,"  precepts 
Olmsted  followed  in  his  designs. 

A  typical  Repton  composition  included  trees  grouped  in 
clumps  upon  a  gently  undulating  greensward  with  grazing  animals 
to  give  scale,  intimate  gardening  effects  being  reserved  for  the 
immediate  vicinity  of  the  house.  Picturesqueness  could  also 
be  applied  to  such  a  scheme,  but  a  Repton  park,  unlike  those 


championed  by  the  more  radical  followers  of  the  picturesque, 
was  meant  to  be  practical  as  well  as  painterly. 

The  parks  that  Repton  and  his  associate,  the  architect  John 
Nash,  designed  in  the  second  half  of  the  eighteenth  century  were 
chiefly  for  private  estates.  Though  some  of  these  were  later  turned 
over  to  public  use,  the  public  park  was  a  Victorian  invention 
contemporary  with  the  rise  of  the  smoky  industrial  town.  Olmsted 
had  the  opportunity  when  he  was  in  England  to  visit  one  of  the 
great  early  examples,  Birkenhead  outside  Liverpool,  the  work  of 
Joseph  Paxton. 

Birkenhead,  opened  in  1847,  was  Reptonian  Picturesque  in 
style.  Earth  had  been  moved  to  form  little  hills  and  valleys  that 
were  traversed  by  serpentine  paths.  Paxton's  plan  for  Birkenhead 
included  a  belt  of  detached  villas  and  terraces  surrounding  the 
park  proper.  The  park  had  cost  nearly  £70,000  to  build;  however, 
this  amount  had  been  returned  to  the  Improvement  Commissioners 
by  the  incremental  increase  in  the  value  of  the  villa  lots  that  were 
then  sold.  This  lesson  was  not  lost  on  Olmsted,  who  was  later  to 
argue  that  a  large  increase  in  adjacent  land  values  would  inevi- 
tably result  from  well-planned  parks,  parkways,  and  suburban 
streets.  Of  his  visit  to  Birkenhead,  he  wrote  enthusiastically: 

Five  minutes  of  admiration,  and  a  few  more  spent  in  study- 
ing the  manner  in  which  art  had  been  employed  to  obtain 
from  nature  so  much  beauty,  and  I  was  ready  to  admit  that 
in  democratic  America,  there  was  nothing  to  be  thought  of 
as  comparable  with  this  People's  Garden.  Indeed,  gardening 
had  here  reached  a  perfection  that  I  had  never  before 
dreamed  of.  I  cannot  undertake  to  describe  the  effect  of  so 
much  taste  and  skill  as  had  evidently  been  employed;  I  will 
only  tell  you,  that  we  passed  by  winding  paths  over  acres 
and  acres,  with  a  constant  varying  surface  where  on  all  sides 
were  growing  every  variety  of  shrubs  and  flowers,  with  more 


Sheep  grazing  in  Prospect  Park,  1914. 


than  natural  grace,  all  set  in  borders  of  greenest,  closest  turf, 
and  all  kept  with  the  most  consummate  neatness.  .  .  . 

But  this  is  but  a  small  part.  Besides  the  cricket  and  an 
archery  ground,  large  valleys  were  made  verdant,  extensive 
drives  arranged — plantations,  clumps,  and  avenues  of  trees 
formed,  and  a  large  park  laid  out.  And  all  this  magnificent 
pleasure-ground  is  entirely,  unreservedly,  and  forever  the 
people's  own. 

Memories  of  Birkenhead  and  the  whole  composite  effect  of 
English  country  scenery  stimulated  Olmsted's  imagination  when 
he  conceived  the  plan  for  Central  Park  in  1858.  Before  that, 
however,  his  attention  was  turned  in  another  direction. 

Upon  his  arrival  home,  he  found  the  country  in  political  tur- 


moil over  the  1850  Fugitive  Slave  Law  requiring  the  return  of 
runaway  slaves  to  their  rightful  owners.  His  friend  Charles 
Loring  Brace  tried  to  recruit  Olmsted  to  the  abolitionist  cause. 
Brace  finally  decided  that  the  best  way  to  convince  him  was  to 
make  him  see  the  South  at  firsthand.  He  thereupon  commended 
Olmsted  to  Henry  farvis  Raymond,  editor  of  the  New  York  Times, 
who  commissioned  him  to  do  a  series  of  letters  for  the  newspaper. 
For  the  next  fourteen  months,  Olmsted  toured  the  South, 
and  eventually  his  impressions,  which  first  appeared  in  the  Times 
under  the  signature  "Yeoman,"  were  collected  and  published  as 
A  Journey  in  the  Seaboard  Slave  States,  A  Journey  Through 
Texas  (compiled  and  edited  by  John  Olmsted  from  his  brother's 
notes),  and  A  Journey  in  the  Back  Country.  The  burden  of  Olm- 
sted's argument  in  these  books  rested  less  on  the  inhumanity  of 
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slavery  than  on  its  diseconomy.  He  constantly  compared  the  cost 
of  Northern  agricultural  production  with  Southern.  He  contended 
that  slaves,  whose  only  incentive  was  the  overseer's  whip,  were 
much  less  efficient  laborers  than  hired  hands  and  self-employed 
farmers. 

Throughout  his  Southern  travels — all  the  while  gathering 
facts,  compiling  statistics,  reporting  conversations — Olmsted  man- 
aged to  observe  and  criticize  scenery.  Embedded  in  his  comments 
on  slavery  are  remarkably  sensitive  descriptions  of  the  American 
landscape  as  he  saw  it  from  train  windows,  steamboat  decks, 
coach  boxes,  on  mule  and  on  horseback. 

He  loved  the  exoticism  of  the  South  Carolina  bayous  where 
the  trees  were  festooned  with  Spanish  moss  "like  a  fringe  of 
tangled  hair,  of  a  light  gray  pearly  color,  [which]  sometimes  pro- 
duces exquisite  effects  when  slightly  veiling  the  dark  green,  purple 
and  scarlet  of  the  cedar,  and  the  holly  with  their  berries."  In 
Kentucky,  he  found  a  beautiful  countryside  reminiscent  of  the  deer 
park  at  Eton  Hall. 

Here  spreads,  for  hundreds  of  miles  before  you,  an  immense 
natural  park,  planted,  seeded  to  sward,  drained,  and  kept 
up  by  invisible  hands  for  the  delight  and  service  of  man. 
Travel  where  you  will  for  days,  you  find  always  the  soft, 
smooth  sod,  shaded  with  oaks  and  beeches,  noble  in  age  and 
form,  arranged  in  vistas  and  masses,  stocked  with  herds, 
deer,  and  game.  Man  has  squatted  here  and  there  over  the 
fair  heritage,  amidst  this  luxuriant  beauty  of  nature.  It  is 
landscape  gardening  on  the  largest  scale.  The  eye  cannot 
satiate  itself  in  a  whole  day's  swift  panorama,  so  charmingly 
varied  is  the  surface,  and  so  perfect  each  new  point  of  view. 

The  banks  of  the  Mississippi  were  "a  great  wilderness  of 
unexplored  fertility,  into  which  a  few  men  have  crept  like  ants 


in  a  pantry."  Though  he  passed  caravans  of  immigrants,  Texas 
was  even  more  sparsely  populated.  There  Olmsted  was  charmed 
by  the  sunny  open  prairies: 

The  live-oaks,  standing  alone  or  in  picturesque  groups  near 
and  far  upon  the  clean  sward,  which  rolled  in  long  waves 
that  took,  on  their  various  slopes,  bright  light  or  half  shadows 
from  the  afternoon  sun,  contributed  mainly  to  an  effect  which 
was  very  new  and  striking,  though  still  natural,  like  a  happy 
melody. 
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Frederick  Law  and  John  Hull  Olmsted  camping  in  Texas,  1854. 
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Botanizing  in  the  Gilpin  manner  on  his  way  back  home 
through  Mississippi,  he  observed 

frequent  groves  of  magnolia  grandiflora,  large  trees,  and 
every  one  in  the  glory  of  full  blossom.  The  magnolia  does 
not,  however,  show  well  in  masses,  and  those  groves,  not 
unfrequently  met,  were  much  finer,  where  the  beech,  elm, 
and  liquidambar  formed  the  body,  and  the  magnolias  stood 
singly  out,  magnificent  chandeliers  of  fragrance. 

Upon  his  return  to  New  York,  Olmsted,  with  $5,000  backing 
from  his  father,  entered  into  partnership  with  the  firm  of  Dix  and 
Edwards,  his  publisher  for  the  Journey  in  the  Seaboard  Slave 
States.  The  firm  had  recently  purchased  Putnam's  Monthly  Maga- 
zine, and  Olmsted  was  asked  to  become  the  magazine's  editor. 

A  pleasant  by-product  of  Olmsted's  new  job,  particularly 
after  the  fourteen  months  of  weary  evenings  he  had  recently  spent 
eating  cornbread  and  bacon  and  trying  to  get  a  story  out  of  his 
Southern  hosts,  was  the  life  of  witty  socializing  he  now  embarked 
upon.  In  the  fall  of  1855,  William  Makepeace  Thackeray  was  visit- 
ing America,  and  Olmsted  was  undoubtedly  present  on  at  least 
one  of  the  several  occasions  when  the  novelist  was  entertained  at 
the  Century  Club.  He  also  became  a  member  of  the  Press  Club  and 
dined  with  Washington  Irving  at  Astor  House. 

Throughout   the  spring  and   summer  of  1856,   Olmsted   was 


in  London  trying  to  make  arrangements  to  have  Dix  and  Edwards 
publish  English  works  in  America  on  consignment.  There  he  was 
entertained  at  Thackeray's  with  the  editors  of  Punch,  and  he  de- 
lighted in  the  way  the  English  literati  accomplished  things,  remark- 
ing that  "under  the  vinous  warmth  the  good  things  sprout."  His 
pleasant,  leisurely  existence  gave  him  plenty  of  time  to  indulge  his 
favorite  pastime,  visiting  the  parks  of  London.  As  his  publishing 
firm,  unbeknown  to  Olmsted,  was  nearing  bankruptcy,  whose  park 
strolls  were  ultimately  the  most  productive  feature  of  his  stay.  He 
later  reminisced: 

In  the  six  months  that  I  was  living  in  London,  when  in  that 
miserable  book  business,  I  had  no  more  idea  of  ever  being  a 
park-maker  than  of  taking  command  of  the  channel  fleet.  But 
hardly  a  day  passed  in  which  I  did  not  ramble  in  one  a  little. 
On  holidays  I  went  to  Kew  and  Bushy  and  Richmond  & 
Windsor.  I  [came]  to  look  at  public  grounds  critically  but 
not  at  all  from  the  official  point  of  view  or  a  gardener's  point 
of  view  but  from  that  of  a  citizen  seeking  rest,  refreshment, 
recreation  in  [them].  So  it  happened  that  when  Central  Park 
was  to  be  laid  out  &  managed  it  is  quite  possible  that  I  was 
more  intimate  with  public  parks  and  had  a  better  under- 
standing of  what  they  should  be  than  any  other  man  of 
American  birth  and  breeding. 


Central  Park 


You  are  perfectly  aware,  as  you  hang  about  her  in  May  and 
June,  that  you  have,  as  a  travelled  person,  beheld  more  re- 
markable scenery  and  communed  with  nature  in  ampler  and 
fairer  forms;  but  it  is  equally  definite  to  you  that  none  of 
those  adventures  have  counted  more  to  you  for  experience, 
for  stirred  sensibility — inasmuch  as  you  can  be,  at  tht  best, 
and  in  the  showiest  countries,  only  thrilled  by  the  partoral 
or  the  awful,  and  as  to  pass,  in  New  York,  from  the  eisci- 
pline  of  the  streets  to  this  so  different  many-smiling  presence 
is  to  be  thrilled  at  every  turn. 

Henry  James,  The  American  Seme 

It  seems  strange,  in  retrospect,  that  with  his  social  and  business 
connections   and   his    already    well-developed   interest   in   scene 
landscapes  Olmsted  had    not  taken  from  the  beginning  a  mon 
vigorous  role  in  the  campaign  for  a  park  for  New  York.  As  fai 
back  as  1844,  when  he  was  still  a  part-time  student  at  Yale,  Wil- 
liam Cullen  Bryant's  Evening  Post  had  editorialized  in  favor  of  a 
major  natural  park.  Bryant  had  in  mind  a  specific  site,  Jones  Wood, 
the  beautiful  tract  along  the  East  River  shore  between  68th  and 
77th  Streets,  which,  while  it  existed,  was  a  pleasant  waterfront 
haunt  of  anglers,  picnickers,  and  solitude-seekers.  Its  uneven  sur- 
face, with  rocky  outcroppings  and  sparkling  streams,  lent  itself 
admirably  to  a  picturesque  landscape  treatment.  "Nothing  is  want- 
ing," Bryant  wrote,  "but  to  cut  winding  paths  through  it,  leaving 
the  woods  as  they  now  are  and  introducing  here  and  there  a  jet 


from  the  Croton  Aqueduct,  the  streams  from  which  would  make 
their  own  waterfalls  over  the  rocks,  and  keep  the  brooks  running 
through  the  place  always  fresh  and  full." 

The  Hudson  River  landscape  gardener  and  tastemaker 
Andrew  Jackson  Downing  in  his  magazine  The  Horticulturist  also 
had  taken  up  the  subject  of  a  park  for  New  York.  Visiting  England 
in  1850,  the  same  year  Olmsted  was  there  on  his  walking  tour  with 
his  brother  and  Charles  Brace,  Downing  was  impressed  with  the 
parks  of  London.  Pressing  the  tender  nerve  of  his  American 
readers'  cultural  inferiority  complex,  he  wrote:  "What  are  called 
parks  in  New  York  are  not  even  apologies  for  the  thing;  they  are 
only  squares  or  paddocks."  A  year  later  Horace  Greeley  made  the 
same  trip  and  announced:  "The  parks,  squares  and  public  gardens 
of  London  beat  us  clear  out  of  sight." 

Downing  and  Greeley  were  right;  the  city  with  its  population 
of  600,000  had  scarcely  100  acres  of  park  land.  Washington  Square 
and  Madison  Square,  before  they  became  parks,  had  served  as 
potter's  fields  and  had  been  used  to  bury  the  victims  of  the  cholera 
epidemics  that  had  periodically  scourged  the  city.  There  was  a 
handful  of  other  residential  squares — Tompkins,  Union,  Gramercy, 
and  Mount  Morris  in  Harlem.  The  only  true  parks  as  such  were 
Bowling  Green,  City  Hall  Park,  and  Battery  Park,  which  was  built 
on  landfill  from  nearby  building  excavations. 

Through  the  editorializing  of  Bryant  and  Downing,  the 
desirability  of  creating  a  large  park  in  New  York  entered  the  pub- 
lic consciousness  and  became  a  political  issue  in  the  mayoralty 
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campaign  of  1850.  Both  candidates  endorsed  the  park  concept, 
and  in  1851  the  winner,  Ambrose  C.  Kingland,  issued  a  message 
to  the  Common  Council  calling  for  "the  purchase  and  laying  out 
of  a  park,  on  a  scale  which  will  be  worthy  of  the  city."  With  the 
concurrence  of  the  Council,  a  bill  was  sent  to  Albany  recommend- 
ing Jones  Wood  as  the  most  desirable  site  for  a  new  park,  and  on 
July  11,  1851,  legislation  authorizing  the  taking  of  that  property— 
154  acres  bounded  by  66th  and  75th  Streets  between  Third  Avenue 
and  the  East  River — was  passed. 

There  was  immediate  opposition  to  the  bill  from  several 
quarters.  The  city's  businessmen  were  aghast  at  the  idea  of  for- 
saking potentially  valuable  commercial  waterfrontage  for  such  a 
frivolity.  Downing,  on  the  other  hand,  thought  a  154-acre  park 
ridiculously  small  to  meet  New  York's  future  recreational  needs. 
"It  is  only  a  child's  playground!"  he  cried.  "Five  hundred  acres  is 
the  smallest  area  that  should  be  reserved  for  the  future  wants  of 
such  a  city,  now,  while  it  may  be  obtained."  He  proposed  a  central 
reservation  bordering  the  distributing  reservoirs  of  the  Croton 
Aqueduct.  While  Bryant  felt  that  its  beauties  and  waterfront  loca- 
tion made  Jones  Wood  a  particularly  apt  choice  for  -a  park,  he 
did  not  hold  that  it  was  the  only  suitable  site;  in  fact,  he  thought 
it  would  be  a  fine  idea  if  the  public  were  to  gain  both  Jones  Wood 
and  the  central  reservation. 

A  select  committee  of  the  state  senate  was  appointed  to  con- 
sider the  comparative  merits  of  the  two  locations.  Expert  testi- 
mony was  collected.  The  botanist  John  Torrey,  who  had  frequented 
Jones  Wood  since  boyhood,  told  the  committee  of  its  "fine  speci- 
mens of  oaks,  tulip  tree,  liquidambar,  hickories,  birch,  and  some 
cedars,"  and  he  said  he  preferred  Jones  Wood  to  the  "more  bald 
and  unpicturesque"  central  reservation.  Others  who  appeared 
before  the  committee  remarked  on  the  rocky  barrenness  of  the 
central  reservation,  since  practically  all  the  trees  had  been  cut 
down  when  the  Croton  reservoir  system  was  built.  However,  it/ 


was  agreed  that  with  a  large  expenditure  for  draining  and  topsoil 
and  tree  planting,  it  could  become  a  beautiful  park.  Furthermore, 
it  would  increase  the  value  of  property  surrounding  it.  After 
weighing  what  it  had  heard,  the  committee  recommended  that 
both  parks  be  acquired,  but  urged  that  Jones  Wood  be  developed 
first  since  its  landscape  attractions  were  immediate  rather  than 
long-range.  With  humane  pragmatism,  the  authors  of  the  report 
of  the  committee's  findings  argued: 

The  panting  and  crowded  families  of  the  less  wealthy,  whose 
children  fill  the  bills  of  mortality,  are  entitled  to  ask,  what 
has  posterity  done  for  us?  Why  should  they  be  taxed  now 
to  plant  groves,  which  seventy  years  hence  may  shelter  those 
/ho  come  after  them,  when  health  and  pure  air,  wafted  from 
the  breezy  river,  through  ample  shades,  are  within  their 
present  grasp? 

Acting  on  the  advice  of  the  report,  the  legislature  in  1853 
pa/sed  two  bills,  one  authorizing  Jones  Wood,  and  the  other 
Cmtral  Park,  extending  from  59th  to  106th  Streets  between  Fifth 
aid  Eighth  Avenues.  But,  with  the  furor  created  by  the  commer- 
cial interests,  the  Jones  Wood  Act  was  repealed,  and  Manhattan 
jtat  its  great  opportunity  for  a  major  waterfront  park  on  the  East 
Side.  But  at  least  it  could  look  forward  to  having  in  the  future, 
after  the  expenditure  of  a  large  amount  of  money  and  labor,  one 
/large-scale  public  park. 

A  Board  of  Commissioners  consisting  of  the  Mayor  and  the 
Street  Commissioner  was  established  to  guide  the  park's  develop- 
ment with  advice  from  a  Consulting  Board  chaired  by  Washington 
Irving.  Egbert  Viele,  who  in  1853  had  begun  making  a  topograph- 
ical survey  and  a  general  plan  for  the  development  of  the  new 
park  lands  in  the  hope  that  he  could  eventually  receive  "com- 
pensation suitable  to  the  time  and  skill  .  .  .  expended  on  the  work," 


Central  Park      19 


was  appointed  chief  engineer. 

One  thing  was  certain:  if  nothing  else  became  of  the  new  park, 
it  was  going  to  be  a  political  football.  Dapper,  mustachioed 
Fernando  Wood,  Ambrose  Kingland's  opponent  in  the  1850  elec- 
tion, had  become  Mayor  in  1854.  Opponents  of  his  Tammany- 
dominated  administration,  desiring  to  wrest  from  Wood  the 
extensive  opportunities  for  power  and  patronage  that  construction 
of  the  new  park  would  provide,  succeeded  in  getting  Albany  to 
pass  a  bill  setting  up  an  independent,  theoretically  nonpartisan, 
eleven-man  commission  in  1857.  Viele  was  reappointed  chief  en- 
gineer by  the  new  Board  of  Commissioners,  but,  not  willing  to 
give  him  carte  blanche  to  carry  out  his  development  plans,  the 
commission  passed  a  resolution  to  hold  a  design  competition.  In 
the  meantime,  before  any  new  plan  was  chosen,  the  work  of  the 
park,  which  at  that  stage  was  mostly  a  clearing  operation,  was  to 
be  carried  out  according  to  Viele's  direction.  As  a  large  laboring 
force  was  to  be  employed,  it  would  be  necessary  to  hire  a  super- 
intendent to  oversee  the  men. 

Sitting  at  a  teatable  at  an  inn  by  the  Connecticut  shore  revis- 
ing the  manuscript  of  A  Journey  in  the  Back  Country,  his  only  oc- 
cupation since  the  failure  of  his  publishing  firm,  Olmsted  chanced 
to  meet  Charles  Wyllis  Elliot,  a  close  friend  of  Charles  Loring  Brace 
and. now  a  member  of  the  new  commission  overseeing  Central 
Park.  Elliot  told  Olmsted  about  the  commission's  intended  appoint- 
ment of  a  superintendent  and  urged  him  to  apply  for  the  position. 
Olmsted  agreed  and  immediately  set  out  to  collect  several  signa- 
tures endorsing  his  candidacy,  including  those  of  such  notables 
as  Washington  Irving,  Peter  Cooper,  and  Professor  Asa  Gray,  the 
Harvard  botanist. 

Olmsted  badly  wanted  the  job.  On  September  11,  1857,  while 
nervously  waiting  in  the  corridor  outside  the  room  where  the 
commissioners  were  meeting  to  determine  the  outcome  of  his 
application,  he  wrote  to  his  brother  John,  "I  have  moved  to  town 


and  done  nothing  else  since  I  last  wrote  but  canvass  for  the  Super- 
intendent's office." 

Originally  the  office  was  to  have  carried  a  salary  of  $3,000, 
with  the  superintendent's  rank  equal  to  Viele's,  the  engineer.  This 
figure  had  subsequently  been  reduced  to  $1,500,  and  the  super- 
intendent made  subordinate  to  the  engineer.  Olmsted  said  he  had 
been  "so  foolish  as  to  think  of  declining  to  take  the  office  at  that 
salary,"  but  after  "having  had  time  to  reflect,  'What  else  can  I 
do  for  a  living?'  "  had  decided  to  press  forward  with  his  candi- 
dacy. He  confided  to  John,  "On  the  whole,  as  the  times  are,  I  shall 
think  myself  fortunate  if  I  can  earn  $1,500.  The  times  are  worse 
and  worse.  The  merchants  and  bankers  horribly  blue,  and  bank- 
riots  are  almost  apprehended.  The  talk  is  much  worse  than  you 
would  suppose  from  the  papers." 

The  plates  and  stock  of  Putnam's  Magazine  and  Dix  and 
Edwards  were  being  liquidated  and  the  proceeds  turned  over  to 
creditors.  Olmsted's  erstwhile  partners  were  in  even  more  dire 
straits  than  he.  Recently  he  had  spotted  Edwards  "pale,  nervous 
.  .  .  and  evidently  skinning,  in  the  streets,"  while  Dix  in  slightly 
shabby  clothing  was  going  about  distributing  a  card  advertising 
himself  as  an  insurance  broker. 

After  a  very  lengthy  session  of  the  park  board,  Olmsted  was 
informed  that  the  commissioners  had  by  a  vote  of  eight  to  one 
awarded  him  the  job  in  spite  of  their  fears  that  he  might  be  incom- 
petent because  he  was  a  "literary  man,"  not  a  "practical  man." 
But,  as  he  shrewdly  observed  to  John,  "If  I  had  not  been  a  'literary 
man'  so  far,  I  certainly  would  not  have  stood  a  chance."  One  of 
the  commissioners  later  confirmed  that  it  had  been  the  signature 
of  Washington  Irving — himself  scarcely  a  "practical  man" — on 
Olmsted's  petition  that  had  settled  the  case. 

The  park  superintendency  was  Olmsted's  baptism  in  the 
nefarious  politics  of  mid-nineteenth-century  New  York.  Fernando 
Wood  had  been  reelected  for  a  second  term  in  1856.  His  strength, 
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like  that  of  most  of  the  Common  Council,  was  based  on  an  alliance 
with  the  city's  most  notorious  element,  such  gangs  as  the  Dead 
Rabbits  and  the  Bowery  Boys  who  provided  muscle  in  ward 
politics.  Using  the  financial  panic  and  the  general  unemployment 
of  1857  as  a  pretext  for  enlarging  his  constituency  by  rabble- 
rousing  methods,  Wood  urged  the  poor  to  seek  jobs  in  the  park. 
This  in  itself  was  not  a  bad  idea,  but  it  certainly  portended  a 
chaotic  situation  for  the  new  superintendent. 

The  office  in  the  park  where  Engineer  Viele  presided  was 
literally  besieged  with  thousands  of  applicants  for  jobs  as  park 
laborers.  Each  man  bore  a  letter  of  recommendation,  usually  from 
a  member  of  the  Common  Council.  The  councilmen,  as  politically 
unscrupulous  as  the  Mayor,  were  in  the  habit  of  issuing  such 
letters  indiscriminately  to  all  comers  and  then  subsequently  fur- 
nishing the  engineer  with  a  list  of  their  true  preferences,  that  is, 
those  men  who  had  earned  high  marks  for  their  services  in  ward 
politics.  If  an  applicant's  name  was  found  on  the  list,  he  was, 
without  any  other  inquiry  into  his  qualifications,  given  a  job. 

The  political  quagmire  was  matched  by  the  appearance  of 
the  park  itself,  which  was  rubbish-strewn,  deep  in  mud,  filled  with 
recently  vacated  squatters'  huts,  and  overrun  with  goats  left 
behind  by  the  squatters.  Until  they  were  eventually  impounded, 
the  rampant  goats  were  a  great  nuisance,  eating  the  foliage  of  the 
park's  few  trees. 

Had  Andrew  Jackson  Downing  survived  the  steamboat 
disaster  that  terminated  his  career  as  America's  most  influential 
landscape  gardener  in  1852,  it  is  doubtful  that  there  ever  would 
have  been  a  design  competition  for  Central  Park.  In  all  likelihood, 
he  would  have  been  commissioned  simply  to  plan  the  new  park. 
Downing  did,  however,  leave  a  successor,  a  young  English  archi- 
tect named  Calvert  Vaux,  whom  he  had  taken  into  partnership  in 
his  Newburgh  firm  two  years  before  he  died.  For  a  while  after 
Downing's  death,  Vaux  carried  on  the  firm's  practice,  finishing  up 


commissions  for  estates  that  were  already  in  progress  on  Long 
Island  and  along  the  Hudson.  He  then  moved  with  his  wife  and 
young  family  to  New  York,  intending  to  set  up  practice  on  his  own. 

It  is  not  certain  what  led  Vaux  to  propose  collaboration  in 
the  design  competition  to  Olmsted:  perhaps  because  he  was  pri- 
marily an  architect,  even  though  he  had  acquired  a  good  knowl- 
edge of  gardening  in  Downing's  office.  The  new  park  superintendent 
had  a  greater  familiarity  with  the  park's  terrain  than  he.  When 
Vaux  first  approached  him,  Olmsted  refused  for  fear  of  offending 
Viele,  who,  since  his  original  plan  had  been  discarded,  was  plan- 
ning to  submit  another  himself.  (Actually  Viele  merely  resubmitted 
the  same  plan;  he  was  completely  convinced  that  his  design 
could  not  be  improved  upon  and  would  have  been  adopted 
already  had  "the  right  name"  been  appended  to  it.]  On  considera- 
tion, Olmsted  decided  to  put  the  matter  before  Viele,  and  when 
Viele  retorted  contemptuously  that  it  was  a  matter  of  complete 
indifference  to  him  whether  Olmsted  entered  or  not,  Olmsted 
immediately  accepted  Vaux's  proposal. 

With  Olmsted's  decision  to  participate  in  the  competition,  his 
critical  viewing  and  classification  of  scenery  according  to  the 
standards  of  Price  and  Gilpin,  his  accumulated  knowledge  of 
agriculture  and  botany,  his  desire  to  effect  social  amelioration 
through  environmental  improvements  at  last  united  with  oppor- 
tunity, and  the  long  gestation  period  was  over.  Olmsted  the  artist 
was  born.  His  birth  certificate  was  the  Greensward  Plan,  and 
Calvert  Vaux's  role  in  this  event  was  that  of  midwife,  for  Vaux, 
with  his  training  in  architecture  and  his  apprenticeship  to  Down- 
ing, could  give  Olmsted,  who  was  still  only  a  man  of  ideas,  the 
skills  necessary  to  turn  ideas  into  plans. 

Vaux  gave  Olmsted  much  more  than  mere  technical  educa- 
tion and  assistance.  Olmsted  always  insisted  that  Vaux's  own 
artistry  in  planning  Central  Park  be  recognized.  Throughout  the 
years  of  partnership  that  followed,  Vaux  was  the  steady  anchor 
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that  the  high-strung  Olmsted  with  his  strong  competing  interests 
needed,  for  Vaux  more  than  anyone  else  comprehended  Olmsted's 
innate  artistic  talents.  Eight  years  later,  when  Olmsted  was  in 
California  as  manager  of  the  Mariposa  mines,  it  was  Vaux's 
persuasive  appeals  that  steered  him  back  into  a  career  of  land- 
scape architecture.  Now  it  was  his  inspiration  and  collaboration 
that  made  it  possible  for  Olmsted  to  realize  the  greatest  oppor- 
tunity of  his  life. 

For  the  next  five  months,  Olmsted  worked  at  an  unremitting 
pace.  Besides  carrying  out  his  duties  in  the  park  (he  confidently 
announced  to  his  father,  "I  have  got  the  park  into  a  capital  disci- 
pline, a  machine  1,000  men  now  at  work"),  every  free  moment  on 
evenings  and  Sundays  was  spent  discussing  the  park  design  with 
Vaux.  During  the  days  as  he  made  his  rounds,  he  was  constantly 
analyzing  the  park's  terrain,  regarding  it  as  a  sculptor  would  his 
marble  or  a  painter  his  canvas,  and  at  night  he  and  Vaux  would 
pace  over  its  acres  in  the  moonlight,  arguing  out  each  feature  of 
their  plan.  Gradually  a  vision  began  to  form.  By  judiciously  clear- 
ing away  here  and  planting  there,  by  moving  earth  to  rearrange 
the  land  into  more  pleasing  contours,  by  laying  drains  and  con- 
verting swamps  into  ponds,  there  would  emerge  a  landscape  that 
was  at  once  naturalistic  and  picturesque. 

Eventually  it  was  time  to  sit  down  at  the  drafting  table  in 
Vaux's  house  at  136  East  18th  Street  and  render  their  ideas  on 
paper.  Downing  Vaux,  who  was  a  little  boy  at  the  time,  was  to 
remember  Olmsted  and  his  father  hard  at  work  getting  their  design 
ready  for  submission.  "There  was,"  he  said,  "a  great  deal  of 
grass  to  be  put  in  by  the  usual  small  dots  and  dashes,  and  it 
became  the  friendly  thing  for  callers  to  help  in  the  work  by  joining 
in  and  'adding  some  grass  to  Central  Park.'  "  Perhaps  the  trouble 
expended  on  drawing  so  much  grass  prompted  the  designers  to 
sign  their  plan  "Greensward."  On  April  1,  1858,  the  last  day  of  the 
competition,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  delivered  "Greensward,"  which 


was  labeled   number  33,   out  of  thirty-five   entries,   to   the   park 
board  (Ills.  15-23). 

More  than  any  of  the  other  designs,  number  33  embodied  a 
thoughtful  prognosis  of  the  future  needs  of  the  city.  The  name 
Central  Park  had  been  chosen  because  the  site  for  the  park  was 
the  central  reservation,  not  Jones  Wood  on  the  East  River.  Olm- 
sted and  Vaux  chose  to  put  a  different  interpretation  on  the  name 
of  the  park.  They  envisioned  the  day  when  it  would  be  the  un- 
built-upon  center  of  a  large,  teeming  population,  when  all  the 
natural  scenery  existing  outside  of  the  park  was  erased  and  it 
would  be  the  central  experience  of  nature  for  the  majority  of 
residents  of  a  huge  metropolis.  Prophetically  Olmsted  wrote: 

The  time  will  come  when  New  York  will  be  built  up,  when  all 
the  grading  and  filling  will  be  done,  and  when  the  pic- 
turesquely varied,  rocky  formations  of  the  Island  will  have 
been  converted  into  formations  for  rows  of  monotonous 
straight  streets,  and  piles  of  erect  buildings.  There  will  be  no 
suggestion  left  of  its  present  varied  surface,  with  the  single 
exception  of  the  few  acres  contained  in  the  Park.  Then  the 
priceless  value  of  the  present  picturesque  outlines  of  the 
ground  will  be  perceived,  and  its  adaptability  for  its  purpose 
more  fully  recognized. 

The  park  that  Olmsted  and  Vaux  envisioned  as  an  antidote 
to  this  ubiquitous  urban  mass  was  to  offer  a  "constant  suggestion 
to  the  imagination  of  an  unlimited  range  of  rural  conditions,"  an 
artful  blend  of  pastoral  and  woodland  scenery.  Every  suggestion 
of  the  city  was  to  be  screened  out;  trees  were  to  be  planted  in 
such  a  way  as  to  "leave  uncertainty  as  to  the  occupation  of  the 
space  beyond,  and  establish  a  horizon  line,  composed  as  much  as 
possible  of  verdure." 

The   collaborators   had   from   the   first   recognized    that    the 
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park's  long,  narrow  rectangular  shape  militated  against  their  aims. 
In  order  to  provide  the  desired  "umbrageous  horizon  line"  and 
screen  out  the  buildings  that  were  soon  to  spring  up  around  the 
park's  periphery,  the  Greensward  Plan  called  for  a  line  of  trees 
nil  around  the  outside  of  the  park  between  the  sidewalk  and  the 
street. 

Another  problem  posed  by  the  shape  of  the  park  was  the 
necessity  of  having  four  east-west  crossings.  It  is  not  certain 
whether  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  familiar  with  the  underpass  that 
had  been  built  in  the  Regent's  Park  Zoo  in  1850;  it  would  have 
been  unlikely,  however,  for  Olmsted  in  all  his  rambles  in  London 
parks  during  his  extended  business  trip  in  1856  to  have  missed  it. 
In  any  case,  the  underpass,  or  sunken  transverse  road,  was  a 
brilliant  solution  to  keeping  all  the  hurly-burly  of  "coal  carts  and 
butchers'  carts,  dust  carts  and  dung  carts,"   the  inevitable   and 
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legitimate  traffic  of  a  busy  city,  from  intruding  upon  the  park 
experience,  annihilating  a  visitor's  impression  of  "an  unlimited 
range  of  rural  conditions." 

The  park  would  contain,  in  all,  four  separate  traffic  systems: 
(1)  the  long,  sweeping  east  and  west  drives  for  hackney  coaches 
and  carriages;  (2)  the  bridle  trail  circling  the  reservoir  and 
meandering  elsewhere  through  the  park,  always  carried  by  means 
of  an  underpass  beneath  carriage  and  pedestrian  crossings;  (3)  a 
system  of  footpaths  generally  following  the  carriage  drives  "so 
that  pedestrians  may  have  ample  opportunity  to  look  at  the 
equipages  and  their  inmates";  and  (4)  depressed  and  made  as 
unobtrusive  as  possible,  the  four  sunken  thoroughfares. 

The  park's  northern  end,  which  in  the  beginning  was  ter- 
minated by  106th  Street  (a  mistake  that  was  remedied  at  consider- 
able expense  five  years  later,  when  it  became  apparent  that  the 
craggy  terrain  immediately  north  of  106th  Street  was  unsuitable 
for  development,  and  the  park  was  extended  to  a  more  logical 
boundary  at  110th  Street),  was  admirably  suited  to  a  picturesque 
landscape  treatment.  Since  the  views  in  this  section  of  the  park 
are  more  sweeping  than  in  the  southern  half,  Olmsted  and  Vaux 
felt  that  here  a  unity  of  treatment  should  prevail  throughout  and 
"formal  and  architectural  effects,  unless  on  a  very  grand  scale, 
must  be  avoided." 

By  contrast,  the  southern  half  of  the  park,  which  has  more 
interrupted  views,  lent  itself  to  a  greater  diversity  of  effects. 
Being  closer  to  the  main  point  of  entry  into  the  park,  it  would 
receive  the  most  concentrated  use.  Here  it  would  be  appropriate 
to  break  away  from  the  carefully  orchestrated  passages  of  natu- 
ralistic scenery — gleaming,  smooth  meadow  turf  in  counterpoint 
to  rocky,  forested  heights — and  introduce  a  purely  formalistic 
element  reminiscent  of  the  grand  boulevards  of  Paris.  However, 
in  keeping  with  the  spirit  of  the  park,  the  visual  terminus  of  this 
avenue    should  be   scenic,  not  architectural;   it   should   lead   the 


Central  Park      23 


visitor  away  from  the  sights  and  sounds  of  the  city  to  something 
deep  within  the  heart  of  the  park.  The  promenade  or  Grand  Mall 
was  therefore  positioned  on  a  diagonal  to  the  park's  boundaries, 
with  its  scenic  focal  point  Vista  Rock,  the  highest  point  in  the 
park.  This  promontory  was  to  be  accentuated,  but  not  overem- 
phasized, by  a  small  architectural  feature,  the  Belvedere  Castle. 
Indeed,  by  keeping  the  Belvedere  somewhat  dwarfish  in  scale,  the 
impression  from  the  Mall  of  gazing  across  a  great  distance  was 
enhanced. 

In  its  original  state,  the  park  had  several  swamp-bordered 
brooks  running  through  it,  but  Olmsted  and  Vaux  felt  that  "mere 
rivulets  are  uninteresting,  and  we  have  preferred  to  collect  the 
ornamental  water  in  large  sheets,  and  carry  off  through  under- 
ground drains  the  water  that  at  present  runs  through  the  park  in 
shallow  brooks."  And  so  the  lakes  in  Central  Park,  which  today 
seem  so  natural  and  unpremeditated  in  their  outlines,  were  created 
by  excavating  and  installing  a  system  of  drainage  pipes  a  total  of 
95  miles  in  length  to  carry  off  excess  surface  water  and  to  allow 
for  periodic  infusions  of  fresh  water  from  the  reservoir. 

Besides  the  irregularly  shaped  reservoir  with  which  we  are 
familiar  today,  there  was  at  the  park's  inception  a  rectangular 
receiving  reservoir,  later  converted  into  the  Great  Lawn.  Like  the 
strict,  straight  boundaries  of  the  park  itself,  this  reservoir  was  a 
design  impediment  which  Olmsted  and  Vaux  successfully  mini- 
mized by  banking  its  walls  with  trees  and  carrying  the  carriage 
drives  away  from  it. 

Above  all,  the  Greensward  designers  believed  in  one  over- 
riding principle — the  integrity  of  the  park  as  a  whole.  Like  a 
symphony,  it  would  have  a  clearly  stated  and  recurring  theme, 
rural  scenery,  and  whatever  modulations  occurred  would  be  sub- 
servient to  this  central  theme.  Olmsted  wrote:  "The  Park  through- 
out is  a  single  work  of  art,  and  as  such  subject  to  the  primary 
law  of  every  work  of  art,  namely  that  it  shall  be  framed  upon  a 


single,  noble  motive,  to  which  the  design  of  all  the  parts,  in  some 
more  or  less  subtle  way,  shall  be  confluent  and  helpful."  A  few 
buildings,  low  in  profile  and  unobtrusive  in  design,  sited  on  the 
park's  boundary  or  beside  one  of  the  transverse  roads,  and  an 
incidental  bold  architectural  effect  like  the  Mall,  carefully  posi- 
tioned with  reference  to  a  particular  scenic  attraction,  were 
admissible.  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  yet  to  learn  how  perilously 
vulnerable  to  a  host  of  encroachments  the  park  would  be,  espe- 
cially during  the  disastrous  days  of  the  early  1870's,  when  it  fell 
into  the  hands  of  the  Tweed  ring  and  its  vacant  acres  were  con- 
sidered solely  as  sites  for  public  works  projects  that  would  fill 
the  pockets  of  Tammany  commissioners  with  graft  money. 

For  four  weeks  after  the  submission  of  the  designs,  the  park 
board  deliberated  until,  on  April  28,  by  a  vote  of  seven  to  four, 
the  first  prize  was  awarded  to  plan  number  33.  Some  of  the  com- 
missioners felt  that  even  after  the  selection  of  a  winner  the  board 
should  still  be  free  to  pick  and  choose  ideas  from  among  the 
various  entries.  Robert  J.  Dillon  and  August  Belmont  mounted 
the  principal  attack  on  the  Greensward  Plan.  On  June  8,  1858,  the 
T.  ibune  ran  their  counterproposal:  a  grand  Champs-Elyse'e  type 
of  boulevard  going  from  59th  Street  to  the  south  wall  of  the  old 
reservoir.  This  great  formal  thoroughfare  bisecting  the  park  would 
be  carried  over  the  lake  at  73rd  Street  by  a  wire  suspension 
bridge.  The  big  square  reservoir,  which  Olmsted  and  Vaux's  plan 
attempted  to  hide,  was  admired  in  its  day  as  a  feat  of  hydraulic 
engineering.  In  Dillon's  and  Belmont's  eyes,  it  was  the  crowning 
glory  of  the  park  and  should  be  apotheosized  with  "a  flight  of 
marble  steps  upon  a  marble  platform  in  front  of  the  wall." 

The  Tribune  editorialized  in  favor  of  the  Dillon-Belmont 
proposal,  calling  it  "the  perfection  of  common  sense,"  whereupon 
Olmsted  promptly  invited  Charles  Dana,  the  Tribune's  city  editor, 
and  Henry  Raymond  of  the  Times  to  have  breakfast  with  him  in 
the  park.  He  later  explained:  "I  seated  them  at  table  in  a  tent  set 
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on  a  grand  rock  in  the  Ramble  right  on  the  line  of  the  proposed 
avenue.  When  they  were  smoking  I  asked  them  to  look  southward 
and  consider  what  destruction  even  of  existing  natural  beauty; 
what  excessive  belittling  of  the  already  too  petty  scenery,  the 
proposition  meant.  They  at  once  both  confessed  that  they  had  not 
realized  its  import,  and  if  they  did  not  both  come  out  against  it 
publicly,  they  at  least  ceased  to  favor  it.  It  was  a  case  of  natural 
eloquence  versus  grandiloquence." 

Dillon  and  Belmont  also  objected  to  the  four  transverse 
roads,  which  they  proposed  to  abolish  entirely  since  "there  will 
be  little  or  no  such  business  relations  of  one  side  with  the  other 
as  to  require  vehicles  of  traffic  to  cross  the  Park."  A  committee 
was  appointed  to  settle  the  matter,  and,  after  conferring  with  Olm- 
sted, who  made  certain  minor  concessions  but  gained  a  victory 
for  maintaining  the  plan  intact,  it  was  resolved  "that  the  Super- 
intendent be  required  to  proceed  forthwith  to  form  working  plans 
for  the  construction  of  the  Park,  and  to  stake  out  the  principal 
features  upon  the  ground."  The  superintendent  was  also  authorized 
to  enlist  the  services  of  his  associate  Vaux  and  to  employ  up  to 
six  assistants. 

The  superaddition  of  authority  to  the  superintendent  natu- 
rally left  the  chief  engineer  in  an  ambiguous,  if  not  untenable, 
position.  Clearly  the  work  in  the  park  would  have  to  proceed 
along  lines  dictated  by  Olmsted,  not  Viele,  The  park  board 
realized  this,  and  at  their  next  meeting  they  resolved  to  dismiss 
Viele  and  raise  Olmsted's  salary  to  $2,500  a  year,  appointing  him 
architect-in-chief,  an  office  that  subsumed  both  the  powers  that 
Viele  had  previously  held  and  the  duties  of  the  superintendent. 

There  is  a  photograph  of  Olmsted  in  a  cape  and  military- 
style  visored  cap  taken  during  the  initial  period  of  park  building 
(111.  12).  It  shows  how  he  must  have  looked  patrolling  the  park 
like  an  army  general  conveying  orders  to  his  lieutenants,  the 
supervisors  overseeing  the  laying  of  drains   for  the  ponds,   the 


grubbing  and  tilling  of  the  park's  soil,  and  the  blasting,  excavating, 
and  grading  of  portions  of  its  rocky,  irregular  surface.  The 
architect-in-chief  appears  to  wear  his  authority  confidently;  the 
pale,  clear  eyes  are  fixed  on  the  distance,  a  slightly  drooping 
mustache  and  soft  curls  frame  a  resolutely  set  jaw.  Though  slight 
of  build,  he  cuts  a  rather  imposing  figure,  radiating  purposefulness 
and  an  altogether  imperious  will. 

Because  the  ranks  of  the  unemployed  were  swollen  with 
thousands  of  would-be  laborers  encouraged  by  Tammany  poli- 
ticians to  look  on  the  new  park  as  an  immense  public-relief  project, 
for  Olmsted  it  was  not  simply  a  matter  of  recruiting  and  over- 
seeing a  workforce  adequate  to  implement  his  plans.  According  to 
him,  "It  was  a  general  impression  that  the  pretense  of  work  was 
merely  a  form  of  distributing  the  public  money  to  the  poor  and  my 
office  was  for  several  days  regularly  surrounded  by  an  organized 
mob  carrying  a  banner  inscribed  'Bread  and  Blood.'  This  mob  sent 
in  to  me  a  list  of  10,000  names  of  men  alleged  to  have  starving 
families,  demanding  that  they  should  be  immediately  put  at  work." 
The  portrait  that  Olmsted  drew  of  himself  as  an  administrator 
shows  him  as  somewhat  of  a  martinet,  keeping  the  workforce 
"economically  employed  and  rigidly  discharging  any  man  who 
failed  to  work  industriously  and  behave  in  a  quiet,  orderly  manner." 

Temperamental  and  autocratic  by  nature,  he  was  at  this 
period  under  a  severe  nervous  strain.  His  amiable  younger  brother 
John,  his  best  friend  and  companion  on  the  walking  tour  of 
England  and  the  journey  to  Texas,  had  recently  died  of  tubercu- 
losis. More  out  of  a  sense  of  duty  than  anything  else,  he  married 
John's  widow,  Mary,  a  strong-willed,  ambitious  woman,  and 
thereby  became  the  stepfather  to  John  and  Mary's  three  children. 
The  summer  of  1859  was  stifling,  and  Olmsted,  overworked  in  his 
efforts  to  get  the  park  construction  launched,  succumbed  to  inter- 
mittent fevers.  In  the  fall  he  took  a  leave  of  absence  to  study  the 
parks  of  England.  As  always,  he  was  cheered  by  the  sight  of  the 
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gentle  English  countryside  he  admired  so  much.  In  1856  he  had 
walked  in  the  London  parks  for  his  own  pleasure  and  amusement, 
but  now  he  looked  at  them  with  a  professional  eye,  questioning 
their  superintendents  and  collecting  a  body  of  useful  information 
on  their  engineering,  design,  and  maintenance.  He  also  went  to 
Paris,  where  he  was  introduced  to  Edouard  Alphand,  minister  of 
roads  and  bridges,  and  the  designer  of  the  Bois  de  Boulogne  and 
other  parks  outside  Paris. 

He  told  the  Central  Park  commissioners  that  he  returned 
"with  greatly  improved  health,  and  with  a  satisfaction  in  my  duty 
increased  by  a  contemplation  of  the  finished  work  abroad."  He 
also  found  that  he  was  to  be  a  father.  On  June  14,  1860,  a  son, 
John  Theodore,  was  born.  Tragically,  the  child  died  two  months 
later  from  cholera.  Olmsted  himself  suffered  a  carriage  accident 
at  about  this  time  in  which  he  fractured  his  thigh  in  three  places, 
an  injury  that  left  him  with  a  game  leg  for  years.  Soon,  however, 
he  was  being  carried  around  the  park  in  a  litter,  as,  Pygmalion-like, 
he  continued  to  woo  its  barren  acres  into  art  and  life. 

Over  the  years,  hundreds  of  thousands  of  cart  loads  of  rocks 
and  glacial  till — a  legacy  of  the  great  ice  sheet  that  had  once 
covered  Manhattan — were  carried  away  or  repositioned  in  the 
park,  and  hundreds  of  thousands  of  cubic  yards  of  topsoil  were 
brought  in  and  spread  over  its  surface.  All  the  blasting  and 
laborious  hauling  and  earth-moving  in  those  pre-bulldozer  days 
was,  as  Olmsted  observed,  only  the  priming  of  the  canvas  upon 
which  the  landscape  artist  would  paint  picturesque  scenes,  the 
full  outlines  of  which  might  not  be  realized  for  a  generation.  As 
he  was  to  point  out  in  one  of  several  letters  of  resignation 
prompted  by  what  he  felt  was  interference  with  his  role  as  arcni- 
tect-in-chief  by  the  park's  comptroller,  Andrew  Haswell  Green, 

the  work  of  design  necessarily  supposes  a  gallery  of  mental 
pictures,  and  in  all  parts  of  the  park  I  constantly  have  befort 


me,  more  or  less  distinctly,  more  or  less  vaguely,  a  picture, 
which  as  Superintendent  I  am  constantly  laboring  to  realize. 
Necessarily  the  crude  maps  which  are  laid  before  you  are 
but  the  merest  hints  of  the  more  rigid  outlines  of  these  pic- 
tures, these  plans. 

I  shall  venture  to  assume  to  myself  the  title  of  artist  .  .  . 
and  to  add  that  no  sculptor,  painter  or  architect  can  have 
anything  like  the  difficulty  in  sketching  and  conveying  a 
knowledge  of  his  design  to  those  who  employ  him  which 
must  attend  upon  an  artist  employed  for  such  a  kind  of  de- 
signing as  is  required  of  me.  The  design  must  be  exclusively 
in  my  imagination. 

In  other  words,  the  Greensward  Plan  was  not  a  static  document, 
but  a  creative  process,  and  Olmsted  felt  his  superintendency  was 
absolutely  vital  to  its  successful  outcome. 

For  Olmsted,  recreation  and  the  contemplation  of  scenery 
were  synonymous;  he  felt  that  the  pastoral  beauty  of  the  park 
would  bring  refinement  and  happiness  to  the  city's  inhabitants. 

It  is  not  simply  to  give  the  people  of  the  city  an  opportunity 
for  getting  fresh  air  and  exercise;  ...  It  is  not  simply  to  make 
a  place  of  amusement  or  for  the  gratification  of  curiosity  or 
for  gaining  knowledge.  The  main  object  and  justification  [of 
the  park]  is  simply  to  produce  a  certain  influence  in  the 
minds  of  people  and  through  this  to  make  life  in  the  city 
healthier  and  happier.  The  character  of  this  influence  is  a 
poetic  one  and  it  is  to  be  produced  by  means  of  scenes, 
through  observation  of  which  the  mind  may  be  more  or  less 
lifted  out  of  moods  and  habits  into  which  it  is,  under  the 
ordinary  conditions  of  life  in  the  city,  likely  to  fall. 

In  1861,  however,  Americans  were  less  concerned  with 
civilizing  their  cities  than  they  were  with  the  inexorably  mounting 
tensions  of  civil  strife. 
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On  April  24,  1861,  twelve  days  after  the  firing  on  Fort  Sumter,  a 
resolution  was  passed  by  the  New  York  County  Board  of  Super- 
visors urging  that  all  public  works  including  the  park  be  suspended 
"so  far  as  may  be  warranted  by  a  proper  regard  for  the  public 
interest."  The  park  commissioners  met  and  framed  a  letter  of  reply 
in  which  they  pointed  out  that  to  dismiss  the  park's  work  force  at 
a  time  of  low  employment  would  be  "peculiarly  onerous."  It 
would  also  be  very  uneconomical  to  abandon  the  various  park 
structures  that  were  already  half-constructed.  In  short,  the  board 
felt  this  was  not  "a  time  for  public  bodies  to  manifest  a  greater 
degree  of  timorousness  and  apprehension  than  has  yet  been  shown 
by  businessmen  in  their  affairs." 

Olmsted,  prevented  from  enlisting  for  military  duty  because 
of  his  bad  leg  and  generally  delicate  health,  nevertheless  wanted 
to  work  for  the  Union  cause.  His  strained  relations  with  Green, 
which  had  caused  him  to  offer  his  resignation  from  his  park 
duties  the  previous  January,  were  no  better  in  June.  Thus,  when 
the  officers  of  the  newly  formed  Sanitary  Commission,  realizing 
Olmsted's  superior  abilities  as  an  administrator,  offered  him  the 
post  of  executive  secretary,  he  accepted.  Moving  nurses  and  sup- 
plies to  the  front  would  not  be  unlike  moving  men  and  materials 
in  the  park.  He  thereupon  secured  a  leave  of  absence,  and  Vaux 
was  appointed  to  take  his  place. 

One  of  his  first  duties  for  the  Sanitary  Commission  was  to 
inspect  the  camps  near  Washington.  The  boys  recruited  to  wear 
the  Union  blue  were  not  hardened  soldiers  but  youths  fresh  from 


the  care  of  their  mothers  and  wives,  accustomed  to  a  relatively 
high  standard  of  living.  Olmsted  found  that,  without  the  means 
to  bathe  and  wash  their  clothes,  they  soon  became  disheveled, 
lousy,  and  ragged.  The  states  were  expected  to  outfit  their  own 
regiments,  but  this  proved  difficult  and  very  expensive  as  there 
was  profiteering  on  wool,  and  the  failure  of  the  indigo  crop  in 
India  sent  the  cost  of  blue  dye  soaring.  The  soldiers  in  the  field 
often  were  in  tatters,  while  new  uniforms  were  hoarded  at  recruit- 
ment points  as  a  sartorial  inducement  to  volunteers. 

Most  camp  sites  were  poorly  laid  out  from  a  sanitary  point 
of  view.  Drainage  systems  were  inadequate,  consisting  of  hap- 
hazard troughs  that  allowed  water  to  collect  and  stagnate.  Toilet 
facilities  were  rudimentary  trenches  often  too  near  the  camp  site 
and  so  filthy  and  noisome  the  men  refused  to  use  them.  As  deadly 
as  bullets  were  typhus,  malaria,  and  scurvy. 

In  the  beginning  of  the  war,  there  were  no  general  hospitals 
to  receive  the  sick  and  wounded.  In  Washington,  old  government 
buildings  without  running  water  and  toilets,  and  so  poorly  venti- 
lated they  became  "storehouses  for  morbid  emanations,"  were 
converted  to  medical  use.  But  the  greatest  stumbling  block  faced 
by  the  Sanitary  Commission  was  the  ossified  structure  of  the 
Medical  Bureau  itself,  which  the  diarist  George  Templeton  Strong, 
a  member  of  the  commission,  characterized  as  "the  most  narrow, 
hidebound,  fossilized,  red-tape-y  of  all  the  departments  in  Wash- 
ington." The  Bureau  operated  under  the  rule  of  seniority,  and 
according  to  Strong,  "The  fogies  of  that  department  manage  it  in 
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the  spirit  of  a  village  apothecary." 

Strong  assisted  Olmsted  in  drafting  a  "Report  to  the  Secretary 
of  War."  The  report  made  recommendations  concerning  dress, 
diet,  field  hygiene,  and  sanitation,  as  well  as  suggestions  for  better 
administrative  procedures  within  the  Medical  Bureau  itself.  It 
proposed  that  knapsacks  be  provided  with  combs  and  other  toilet 
articles  and  that  a  company  fund  be  set  up  to  supplement  the 
soldiers'  ration  of  stale  bacon  and  hardtack  with  fresh  vegetables, 
butter,  milk,  and  pepper.  As  a  result  of  lobbying  on  the  part  of 
Olmsted  and  members  of  the  Sanitary  Commission,  a  bill  was 
passed  reorganizing  the  Medical  Bureau,  and  William  Hammond, 
a  man  sympathetic  to  the  commission's  views,  was  appointed 
Surgeon  General. 

Besides  reforming  the  Medical  Bureau  and  distributing  the 
huge  stream  of  food  and  goods  that  had  been  collected  and  for- 
warded to  Washington  from  Sanitary  Commission  branches  in  the 
North,  Olmsted  took  charge  of  the  hospital  transport  service, 
evacuating  wounded  and  sick  soldiers  from  the  York  and  James 
rivers  following  General  McClellan's  futile  Peninsular  Campaign. 

Katherine  Prescott  Wormeley,  a  writer  and  volunteer  nurse 
aboard  the  transport  vessel  that  was  Olmsted's  headquarters, 
penned  the  following  portrait  of  her  "chief." 

His  face  is  generally  very  placid,  with  all  the  expressive 
delicacy  of  a  woman's,  and  would  be  beautiful  were  it  not 
for  an  expression  which  I  cannot  fathom, — something  which 
is,  perhaps,  a  little  too  severe  about  it.  I  think  his  mouth  and 
smile  and  the  expression  of  his  eyes  at  times  very  beautiful. 
He  has  great  variety  of  expression:  sometimes  stern,  thought- 
ful, and  haggard:  at  other  times  observing  and  slightly 
satirical  (I  believe  he  sees  out  of  the  back  of  his  head  occa- 
sionally); and  then  again,  and  not  seldom,  his  face  wears  an 
inspired  look,  full  of  goodness  and  power.  I  think  he  is  a 


man  of  the  most  resolute  self-will, — generally  a  very  wise 
will,  I  should  think;  born  an  autocrat,  however,  and,  as  such, 
very  satisfactory  to  be  under.  His  reticence  is  one  of  his 
strong  points:  he  directs  everything  in  the  fewest  possible 
words;  there  is  a  deep,  calm  thoughtfulness  about  him  which 
is  always  attractive  and  sometimes — provoking. 

The  Battle  of  Fair  Oaks  sent  a  torrent  of  3,000  wounded  to 
the  army  base  at  White  House.  Olmsted  was  horrified  at  the  sight 
of  them,  "packed  as  closely  as  they  could  be  in  freight  cars  .  .  . 
dead  and  living  together  in  the  same  close  box,  many  with  awful 
wounds  festering  and  swarming  with  maggots."  Although  tech- 
nically only  in  charge  of  the  offshore  hospital  transport  ships,  he 
pitched  a  tent  beside  the  railroad  track  where  the  trains  disgorged 
their  terrible  cargoes.  His  assistants  warmed  huge  kettles  of  soup 
and  tea  for  the  trains  that  kept  arriving  all  night. 

The  army  medical  authorities  were  continually  imposing  on 
Olmsted,  using  his  Sanitary  Commission  transport  ships  as 
auxiliary  regimental  hospitals.  Miss  Wormeley  fretted  over  the 
way  Olmsted  drove  himself  to  the  point  of  nervous  exhaustion: 
"Mr.  Olmsted's  health  begins  to  give  the  doctors  serious  uneasi- 
ness— so  they  tell  me;  but  he  says  he  is  well."  He  thought  he 
could  hold  out  until  the  longed-for  capture  of  Richmond,  but 
agonized  over  what  he  would  do  when  that  anticipated  battle  sent 
down  "a  great  avalanche  of  suffering"  upon  him.  He  and  his  assis- 
tant in  charge  of  supplies,  Frederick  Knapp,  now  went  "day  and 
night  without  sleep,  sometimes  without  food  .  .  .  working  their 
physical  strength  to  the  utmost."  Knapp  eventually  collapsed,  a 
victim  of  typhoid,  but  Olmsted,  haggard  and  still  painfully  lame 
from  his  carriage  accident,  persisted.  His  wife  urged  him  to  take  a 
vacation,  but  he  found  the  suggestion  unthinkable  and  wrote  her, 
"It  is  a  day  for  heroes  and  we  must  be  heroes  with  the  rest." 

In  January,  1863,  Strong  found  him  "in  an  unhappy,  sick,  sore 
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mental  state.  .  .  .  Perhaps  his  most  insanitary  habits  of  life  make 
him  morally  morbid.  He  works  like  a  dog  all  day  and  sits  up 
nearly  all  night,  doesn't  go  home  to  his  family  (now  established 
in  Washington)  for  five  days  and  nights  together,  works  with 
steady,  feverish  intensity  till  four  in  the  morning,  sleeps  on  a  sofa 
in  his  clothes,  and  breakfasts  on  strong  coffee  and  pickles! 

"It  will  be  a  terrible  blow  to  the  Commission  if  we  have  to 
throw  Olmsted  over.  We  could  hardly  replace  him."  Yet  Strong 
feared  that 

Olmsted  is  mismanaging  our  Sanitary  Commission  affairs. 
He  is  an  extraordinary  fellow,  decidedly  the  most  remark- 
able specimen  of  human  nature  with  whom  I  have  ever  been 
brought  into  close  relations.  Talent  and  energy  most  rare; 
absolute  purity  and  disinterestedness.  Prominent  defects,  a 
monomania  for  system  and  organization  on  paper  (elaborate, 
laboriously  thought  out,  and  generally  impracticable),  and 
appetite  for  power.  He  is  a  lay-Hildebrand. 

Olmsted's  position  with  the  Sanitary  Commission  had  ob- 
viously grown  untenable,  and  he  had  little  choice  but  to  resign. 
In  addition,  he  and  Vaux  had  been  forced  to  resign  their  Central 
Park  commission  because  of  political  pressure.  He  wrote  to  his 
father  at  the  time:  "Vaux  has  been  finally  badgered  off  the  park 
and  my  relations  with  it  are  finally  closed.  We  couldn't  bear  it 
even  as  consulting  architects." 

In  broken  health  from  his  Sanitary  Commission  exertions 
and  still  burdened  with  his  old  Dix  and  Edwards  publishing  debt, 
Olmsted  needed  two  things — money  and  a  complete  change  of 
scene.  Miraculously,  an  offer  combining  both  came  to  him  in  the 
summer  of  1863.  A  group  of  New  York  investors  had  bought  the 
Mariposa  Mines,  John  C.  Fremont's  old  estate  in  California.  They 
needed  a  resident  manager,  and  the  job  paid  $10,000  plus  $100,000 


in  stock.  The  disillusioning  fact  that  the  Mariposa  estate  was  at 
the  wrong  end  of  the  mother  lode  to  be  mined  profitably  had  not 
yet  become  apparent.  The  investors  had  been  duped;  the  previous 
managing  agent  and  part-owner  had  shrewdly  concentrated  opera- 
tions in  only  the  richest  seams,  temporarily  boosting  profits  in  the 
months  immediately  prior  to  the  offer  of  sale.  As  in  the  Dix  and 
Edwards  venture,  Olmsted  was  to  be  an  unwitting  party  to  pros- 
pective financial  disaster.  Here  the  important  distinctions  were  his 
personal  lack  of  financial  liability  and,  of  course,  the  generous 
salary.  He  and  his  family  could  live  very  handsomely  on  $5,000  a 
year;  with  the  additional  $5,000,  he  could  pay  off  his  old  debts  and 
begin  to  build  up  his  own  estate. 

Before  departing  for  California,  Olmsted  went  to  Cambridge 
to  see  Charles  Eliot  Norton  in  an  effort  to  raise  money  to  start 
a  new  magazine,  The  Nation.  The  two  men  had  never  met  before, 
although  Norton  had  a  tremendous  admiration  for  Olmsted's 
Southern  journals  and  had  pronounced  them  "chief  materials  for 
our  social  history  whenever  it  is  written"  (as  indeed  they  have 
been).  He  said  of  Olmsted: 

I  wish  I  had  known  him  before  he  was  just  going  to  leave 
this  quarter  of  the  world.  It  is  hard  that  he  should  have  to 
give  up  the  civilization  that  he  likes  for  the  barbarism  that 
he  does  not  like.  All  the  lines  of  his  face  imply  refinement 
and  sensibility  to  such  a  degree  that  it  is  not  till  one  has 
looked  through  them  to  what  is  underneath,  that  the  force  of 
his  will  and  the  reserved  power  of  his  character  become 
evident.  It  is  a  pity  that  we  cannot  keep  him  here.  Our  society 
needs  organizers  as  much  as  the  Mariposa  settlers,  miners, 
and  squatters  need  one. 

With  his  journey  to  California,  the  tensions  from  the  last 
months  with  the  Sanitary  Commission  seemed  to  disappear,  and 
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the  artistic  side  of  his  personality  reemerged.  Traveling  through 
the  Isthmus  of  Panama,  Olmsted  was  fascinated  with  the  fecundity 
of  the  tropics,  "the  superabundant  creative  power,  infinite  re- 
source, and  liberality  of  Nature — the  childish  playfulness  and  pro- 
fuse careless  utterance."  From  the  Chagres  River,  he  wrote  to  his 
wife,  who  was  to  follow  him  to  California  the  next  spring: 

Remember  to  point  out  the  mountains  to  the  children  and  tell 
them  they  are  the  Andes.  There  are  great  vultures  and  peli- 
cans floating  about.  There  are  light  (thunder)  showers  (with- 
out the  thunder)  every  hour  or  two.  The  passing  veils  of  the 
showers  and  the  outbursting  sunshafts  add  to  the  dizzy 
gorgeousness  of  the  foliage.  It  has  excited  me  very  much. 
...  I  am  thoroughly  enchanted  with  the  trees  and  vines.  But 
cane  and  palms  are  not  trees  or  vines  or  shrubs  or  herbs. 
They  are  Gloria  in  Excelsis  with  lots  of  exclamation  points, 
thrown  in  anywhere,  in  the  grand  choral  liturgy. 

The  arid  California  landscape  came  as  a  shocking  contrast 
to  the  dazzling  Central  American  rain  forest,  and  Olmsted,  with 
his  predisposition  for  pastoral  and  picturesque  verdure  was  re- 
pulsed at  first.  He  wrote  his  wife,  "the  whole  aspect  of  the  country 
is  detestable  ...  a  region  possessing  less  fertility — less  of  living 
nature  you  scarce  ever  saw.  The  style  is  Cyclopian,  but  the  vege- 
tation Lilliputian."  However,  his  natural  curiosity  and  background 
as  a  traveling  journalist  caused  him  immediately  to  begin  collect- 
ing and  revising  his  impressions.  Not  unexpectedly,  his  greatest 
praise  was  for  landscapes  that  were  evocative  of  familiar  scenery; 
the  Mariposa  estate  at  twilight  "when  the  ground  appeared  all 
the  same  as  turf,  and  the  vegetable  productions,  as  trees,"  or 
Yosemite  Valley  when  a  midsummer  haze  gave  it  "an  indescrib- 
able softness  and  exquisite  dreamy  charm  .  .  .  like  that  produced 
by  the  Indian  summer  of  the  East." 


The  California  in  which  the  Olmsteds  planned  to  install 
themselves  in  civilized  comfort  (he  had  hired  a  French  valet  to 
attend  him,  and  she  would  bring  an  English  governess  for  the 
children)  was  still  a  raw,  rambunctious  frontier.  The  population 
was  polyglot,  the  life  lawless.  Each  ship  entering  San  Francisco 
Bay  brought  more  adventurers  in  search  of  gold.  In  every  valley 
boasting  the  tiniest  stream,  Olmsted  noticed  Chinamen  panning 
or  industriously  turning  a  treadmill  to  pump  additional  gold  wash 
water  out  of  the  ground.  The  Homestead  Act  had  only  been  passed 
one  year  before,  and  in  California  a  stable  agricultural  population 
of  Jeffersonian  yeomen  was  yet  a  decade  or  so  away. 

Interestingly,  it  was  in  this  milieu  of  transient  fortune- 
hunters  that  Olmsted  began  to  formulate  the  sociological  theories 
that  later  blossomed  into  a  philosophy  of  urban  planning.  He 
never  believed  in  the  myth  of  the  western  hero,  the  self-sufficient 
loner  pitting  his  wits  against  nature,  and  the  cupidity  of  hostile 
forces.  For  him,  human  happiness  meant  communality,  interde- 
pendence, vocational  specialization.  He  felt  aggregate  enterprise 
was  more  efficient  and  desirable  than  individualism  in  supplying  a 
decent  standard  of  living.  Organized,  civilized  communities  were 
morally  preferable  in  his  eyes  to  the  wilderness  ethic  of  ingenious 
survival.  He  deplored  the  absentee  ownership  of  wealth  he  found 
in  California  and  argued  in  his  Preliminary  Report  in  Regard  to  a 
Plan  of  Public  Pleasure  Grounds  for  the  City  of  San  Francisco 
(1866)  for  such  civilizing  amenities  as  would  attract  a  permanent 
population. 

California  gave  him  another  opportunity  to  construct  a  phi- 
losophy of  land  use  for  the  public  good.  In  1865,  he  was  appointed 
by  Governor  Frederick  Low  to  head  a  commission  to  make  recom- 
mendations on  the  management  of  Yosemite  as  a  public  preserve. 
Though  it  had  first  been  seen  by  a  white  man  only  sixteen  years 
before,  Yosemite  was  already  something  of  a  tourist  attraction 
frequented  by  several  hundred  visitors  annually,   and   Congress 
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had  the  previous  year  withdrawn  it  from  the  public  domain  and 
deeded  it  to  the  state  of  California  "for  public  use,  resort,  and 
recreation,"  the  first  area  in  the  nation  to  be  set  aside  for  such 
purpose. 

Olmsted  camped  with  his  family  on  two  occasions  in  the 
future  national  park.  His  preliminary  report  on  The  Yosemite 
Volley  find  (lie  Mariposa  Big  Trees  is  a  landmark  document  enunci- 
ating the  individual's  right  to  enjoy  public  scenery  and  the  govern- 
ment's obligation  to  protect  him  in  the  exercise  of  that  right.  In 
language  intentionally  evocative  of  Jefferson,  Olmsted  wrote:  "It 
is  the  main  duty  of  government,  if  it  is  not  the  sole  duty  of  govern- 
ment, to  provide  means  of  protection  for  all  its  citizens  in  the 


pursuit  of  happiness  against  the  obstacles,  otherwise  insurmount- 
able, which  the  selfishness  of  individuals  or  combinations  of 
individuals  is  liable  to  interpose  to  that  pursuit."  And  for  Olmsted, 
one  aspect  of  the  pursuit  of  happiness,  providing  both  moral  and 
physical  refreshment,  was  the  contemplation  of  "natural  scenes  of 
impressive  character.'" 

But  Olmsted  had  a  pragmatic  side  as  well,  and  as  a  believer 
in  commercial  progress  he  urged  the  preservation  of  Yosemite  on 
economic  grounds.  The  dollars  lost  in  not  mining  or  logging  the 
site  would  be  splendidly  offset  when  it  became  a  well-developed 
tourist  attraction  serviced  by  inns,  railroads,  and  telegraph  lines. 
One  can  hardly  resist  imagining  what  his  horrified  reaction  would 
be  if  he  could  see  today's  valley  campers  with  their  automobiles 
and  transistor  radios  in  this  once-tranquil  sylvan  setting. 

Olmsted's  expanding  landscape  tastes  embraced  more  as- 
pects of  California  than  those  which,  like  Yosemite,  recalled 
English,  alpine,  or  eastern  United  States  scenery.  He  came  to 
appreciate  an  intimate-scale  gardenesque  style  of  beauty,  and  he 
began  to  see  how  certain  southern  European  building  forms  could 
be  appropriated  to  its  climate,  vegetation,  and  topography.  The 
house  plans  he  recommended  his  wife  have  drawn  up  show 
Olmsted's  instinct  for  harmonizing  architecture  with  the  land.  To 
minimize  the  discomfort  of  the  heat,  they  would  locate  on  a  hill- 
top; the  house  would  be  of  native  materials,  built  around  a  court- 
yard, and  "have  deep  piazzas  or  galleries  with  low  shades"  to 
compensate  for  the  lack  of  surrounding  trees.  It  would  look  "as  if 
knocked  up  by  some  mountaineer  with  a  genius,  and  an  axe  and 
steam  saw  mill." 

While  architectonic  western  landscapes  were  innately  less 
congenial  to  his  romantic  temperament  than  verdant  pastoral  ones, 
he  had  a  sense  of  propriety,  of  fitness,  of  the  genius  loci,  so  that 
when  he  was  commissioned  in  the  fall  of  1864  to  lay  out  the 
Mountain  View  Cemetery  in  Oakland,  he  did  not  design  il  in  the 
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picturesque  style.  A  lesser  artist,  given  the  same  personal  bias, 
would  have  tried  to  make  it  arcadian  in  the  manner  of  Greenwood 
Cemetery  in  Brooklyn.  It  is  a  measure  of  the  breadth  of  Olmsted's 
imagination  and  the  depth  of  his  talent  that  he  did  not.  He  chose, 
rather,  a  plan  of  formal  simplicity  resembling  a  Mediterranean 
villa  garden  and  using  native  plant  materials  that  would  not  re- 
quire extensive  watering  during  the  dry  season. 

In  another  commission,  the  village  and  grounds  for  the  Col- 
lege of  California  at  Berkeley,  he  did  revert  to  a  picturesque  treat- 
ment by  specifying  curvilinear  streets  to  conform  with  topography, 
rather  than  a  more  formal  plan.  Here  he  was  influenced  by  the 
pioneer  suburb  of  Llewelyn,  New  Jersey,  laid  out  by  the  architect 
Alexander  Jackson  Davis  in  1853,  but  he  adapted  his  plan  to  the 
California  climate  by  advising  the  use  of  drought-resistant  plants 
and  the  construction  of  houses  designed  for  outdoor  living. 


At  this  period  of  his  life,  Olmsted  still  considered  landscape 
design  merely  as  a  sideline.  Even  when  it  became  obvious  that  the 
Mariposa  mining  venture  was  doomed,  he  did  not  think  of  devoting 
himself  entirely  to  this  type  of  work,  although  he  obviously 
enjoyed  it  immensely.  Rather,  he  considered  returning  to  a  life  of 
journalism  and  tried  unsuccessfully  to  buy  a  San  Francisco  news- 
paper, which  he  hoped  his  friend  Edwin  Lawrence  Godkin  would 
come  out  and  edit.  Godkin,  however,  had  managed  at  last  to  raise 
the  necessary  capital  to  launch  The  Nation,  the  project  on  which 
Olmsted  had  been  working  on  the  eve  of  his  departure  to  Cali- 
fornia. He  urged  Olmsted  to  return  to  New  York  and  help  him 
with  the  new  magazine.  At  the  same  time,  Vaux  wrote  Olmsted 
saying  that  they  had  been  offered  reappointment  as  landscape 
architects  in  Central  Park  and  that  there  was  another  important 
commission  awaiting  collaboration:   Prospect   Park   in   Brooklyn. 
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In  1859,  when  Olmsted  was  overseeing  the  initial  stages  of  Central 
Park's  construction,  Brooklyn  made  its  bid  for  a  similarly  large 
pleasure  ground.  A  bill  authorizing  a  park  was  passed  by  the  state 
legislature  that  year,  but  the  Civil  War  prevented  the  Brooklyn 
park  commissioners  from  carrying  out  work  other  than  designating 
boundaries  and  awarding  compensation  for  the  park's  original 
350  acres  straddling  Flatbush  Avenue. 

In  1861  Egbert  Viele,  the  ex-engineer  of  Central  Park,  who 
had  been  rebuffed  when  Olmsted  was  appointed  to  supersede  him, 
submitted  A  Plan  for  the  Improvement  of  Prospect  Park.  The  name 
of  the  park  derived  from  Mount  Prospect,  the  high  hill  at  the 
intersection  of  Flatbush  Avenue  and  what  later  became  Eastern 
Parkway,  on  which  was  located  the  reservoir.  The  park  that  Viele 
would  have  built  consisted  of  two  lozenge-shaped  parcels  con- 
nected by  overpasses  across  Flatbush  Avenue  and  bore  the  same 
rather  amateurish  stamp  as  his  scheme  for  Central  Park  (111.  93). 

Though  Viele  was  sanguine  about  the  bisected  park  plan, 
some  of  the  commissioners  apparently  were  not.  Calvert  Vaux 
was  called  in  to  survey  the  park  grounds  and  make  suggestions  for 
redefining  its  boundaries.  He  was  immediately  struck  by  the 
awkwardness  of  the  original  site  and  proposed  that  the  eastern 
portion  of  the  park  be  sold  off  and  the  proceeds  used  to  acquire 
more  land  to  the  west.  More  than  a  mere  amplification  of  acreage, 
the  additional  land  would  greatly  increase  the  park  visitor's  illu- 
sion of  space  by  making  possible  long,  sweeping  vistas.  Instead  of 
Mount  Prospect,  there  would  be  Vanderbilt  Hill,  another  fine  van- 


tage point  with  panoramic  views  across  the  farming  hamlets  of 
southern  Brooklyn  to  New  York  Bay.  On  a  wet  Saturday  in  early 
January,  1865,  Vaux  walked  with  James  Stranahan,  the  park 
board's  president,  over  the  proposed  additional  acres.  He  pointed 
out  an  extensive  tract  of  low-lying  land  below  Vanderbilt  Hill  that 
could  be  excavated  for  a  large  lake.  The  immediate  and  immense 
popularity  of  skating  in  Central  Park  indicated  the~desirability  of 
having  a  really  substantial  sheet  of  water  of  fifty  or  sixty  acres 
for  this  purpose.  Civic  rivalry  between  New  York  and  Brooklyn 
was  then  at  its  zenith;  the  creation  of  such  a  lake  would  give  the 
Brooklyn  commissioners  an  opportunity  to  upstage  their  competi- 
tors in  Central  Park. 

Unlike  Andrew  Haswell  Green,  the  comptroller  of  Central 
Park,  Stranahan  always  saw  his  relationship  with  Vaux,  and  later 
Olmsted,  as  that  of  client,  rather  than  watchdog.  He  and  his  fellow 
commissioners  maintained  a  receptivity  and  respect  for  the  ideas 
of  the  landscape  architects  that  would  make  the  design  of  Pros- 
pect Park  much  freer  from  interference  and  argumentation  than 
Central  Park.  At  the  outset,  however,  Vaux  was  still  wary.  He 
wrote  Olmsted  in  California,  "I  really,  however,  approach  the 
subject  with  a  feeling  akin  to  dislike,  fearing  to  be  annoyed  as  we 
were  in  the  C  P  affair." 

Vaux  drew  up  an  initial  report  on  boundaries;  appended  to 
it  was  a  diagram  of  the  rearranged  site  showing  a  rough  disposi- 
tion of  the  park  into  three  main  elements:  lake,  rugged  woodland, 
and  an  extensive  rolling  meadow  (111.  92).  Refined,  this  sketch  plan 
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became  the  basic  blueprint  for  Prospect  Park;  so  it  can  be  argued 
that  Vaux,  not  Olmsted,  was  its  creator.  Vaux,  however,  did  not 
wish  to  proceed  independently  and  wrote  Olmsted  repeatedly, 
urging  him  to  return  to  New  York.  Recalling  their  collaboration  on 
Central  Park,  he  said: 

If  you  had  been  disheartened  there  very  likely  might  have 
been  no  park  to  chatter  about  today,  for  I  alone  was  wholly 
incompetent  to  take  it  up.  ...  I  had  no  idea  of  competing 
because  I  felt  my  incapacity; — I  feel  it  no  less — I  will  not 
say  no  less,  but  very  little  less; — now,  and  enter  on  Brooklyn 
alone  with  hesitation  and  distrust,  not  on  the  roads  and 
walks  or  even  planting  .  .  .  but  in  regard  to  the  main  point, — 
the  translation  of  the  republican  art  idea  in  its  highest  form 
into  the  acres  we  want  to  control. 

Olmsted  replied: 

I  can't  tell  you,  I  say  again,  how  attractive  to  me  the  essen- 
tial business  we  had  together  is;  nor  how  I  abhor  the 
squabbles  with  the  Commission  and  the  politicians.  Both 
are  very  deep  with  me — I  feel  them  deeper  every  year.  It 
was  a  passion  thwarted  and  my  whole  life  is  really  embit- 
tered with  it  very  much  and  I  think  a  good  deal  how  I  should 
like  to  show  you  what  I  really  am  and  could  do  with  a  per- 
fectly free  and  fair  understanding  from  the  start,  and  with 
moderate  degree  of  freedom  from  the  necessity  of  accommo- 
dating myself  to  infernal  scoundrels.  I  have  a  perfect  craving 
for  the  park,  sometimes,  and  for  an  exposition  from  you  of 
what  I  want. 

But  bother! 
Your  plans  are  excellent,  of  course,  you  don't  play  with 
it  but  go  at  once  to  the  essential  starting  points,  and  I  hope 


the  Commissioners  are  wise  enough  to  comprehend  it.  I 
think  the  ground  looks  attractive,  as  if  you  could  form  a 
much  simpler  and  grander  and  more  convenient  kind  of  park 
than  any  on  it. 

Olmsted's  health  was  still  precarious.  Even  though  his  as- 
sociation with  the  ill-fated  Mariposa  Mines  was  drawing  to  a 
close,  he  thought  he  would  stay  on  in  California  to  nurture  other 
investments  that  would  leave  his  family  well  provided  for,  should 
he  die. 

Vaux  continued  to  urge  him  to  return  to  New  York. 

There  is  a  nauseous  sort  of  flavor  about  Park  matters  to  me 
that  it  will  be  difficult  to  get  over  this  side  of  the  grave. 
However,  never  say  die.  .  .  .  We  may  have  some  fun  together 
yet.  I  wish  you  could  have  seen  your  destiny  in  our  art.  God 
meant  you  should.  I  really  believe  at  times,  although  he  may 
have  something  different  for  you  to  do,  yet  he  cannot  have 
anything  nobler  in  store  for  you. 

Olmsted  was  reluctant  to  confuse  avocation  with  aptitude. 
Curiously,  he  still  considered  himself  a  dabbler  in  landscape  art: 

I  am  sorry  to  say  that  I  do  not  feel  myself  capable  of  being 
a  landscape  gardener,  properly  speaking,  but  I  have  a  better 
and  more  cultivated  taste  in  that  department  of  art  than  any 
other,  very  much — having  none  in  any  other — and  if  I  had 
the  necessary  quality  of  memory,  or  if  my  memory  had  been 
educated  in  botany  and  gardening  when  I  was  young,  I  might 
have  been.  But  I  can  do  anything  with  proper  assistants,  or 
money  enough — anything  that  any  man  can  do.  I  can  com- 
bine means  to  ends  better  than  most,  and  I  love  beautiful 
landscapes  and  rural  recreations  and  people  in  rural  recrea- 
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tions — better  than  anybody  else  I  know.  But  I  don't  feel 
strong  on  the  art  side.  I  don't  feel  myself  an  artist,  I  feel  rather 
as  if  it  was  sacrilegious  in  me  to  post  myself  in  the  portals 
of  art.  .  .  . 

I  have  none  of  your  feeling  of  nauseousness  about  the 
park.  There  is  no  other  place  in  the  world  that  is  as  much 
home  to  me.  I  love  it  all  through  and  all  the  more  for  the 
trials  it  has  cost  me. 

I  should  like  my  will  to  go  into  the  Brooklyn  Park,  or 
anything  else — if  I  really  believed  I  could  get  a  decent  living 
out  of  it — but  in  landscape  work  in  general  I  never  had  any 
ground  for  supposing  that  I  could.  You  used  to  argue  that  I 
might  hope  to — that's  all.  I  could  never  see  it. 

Fortunately,  Olmsted's  despairing  assessment  of  his  future 
as  a  landscape  designer  did  not  govern  his  actions,  and  in  Novem- 
ber, 1865,  he  found  himself  back  in  New  York  to  plunge  once 
again  into  his  difficult  love  affair  with  Central  Park  and  to  begin 
working  out  with  Vaux  the  details  of  the  design  of  Prospect  Park. 
Thus,  it  was  thanks  to  Calvert  Vaux  that  the  restless  and  mercurial 
Olmsted  was  propelled — this  time  once  and  for  all — into  his  life's 
career. 

Facilitating  the  design  of  Prospect  Park  was  the  boundary 
revision  that  eliminated  Flatbush  Avenue  and  provided  a  better- 
shaped  site  with  which  the  landscape  architects  could  work  than 
the  long,  narrow  rectangle  of  Central  Park  had  been.  The  topo- 
graphical configuration  was  also  favorable  to  the  designers,  as 
the  park  is  situated  on  the  terminal  moraine  deposited  in  the  wake 
of  the  last  period  of  North  American  glaciation,  and  this  gives  it 
its  gently  undulating  character. 

Adhering  to  Vaux's  original  tripartite  scheme  of  meadow, 
woods  and  water,  the  collaborators  arranged  their  views  and 
vistas   of  sylvan   scenery    (111.   92).    Conceiving   recreation    to   be 


primarily  a  visual  experience,  they  laid  out  pathways  and  carriage 
ways  as  a  series  of  vantage  points  for  enjoying  the  park's  care- 
fully arranged  landscape  compositions.  The  Long  Meadow  was 
artfully  designed  as  an  antidote  to  the  surrounding  city  where  one's 
vision  was  forever  checked  by  walls  or  channeled  down  the 
straight  lines  of  grid  thoroughfares.  Little  hillocks  fringed  by 
woods  tease  the  eye,  fostering  the  illusion  that  beyond  the  last 
rise  there  is  no  busy  city,  no  buildings,  no  traffic,  only  boundless 
horizon. 

In  the  Long  Meadow,  the  dominant  theme  of  pastoral  scenery 
was  struck,  the  central  motif  in  the  design  of  Prospect  Park.  In 
the  report  accompanying  their  plan,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  quite 
specific  about  what  constituted  pastoral  scenery.  "It  consists  of 
combinations  of  trees,  standing  singly  or  in  groups,  and  casting 
their  shadows  over  broad  stretches  of  turf,  or  repeating  their 
beauty  by  reflection  upon  the  calm  surface  of  pools.  .  .  ."  Inci- 
dental effects  to  enliven  and  give  variety  to  the  whole,  though 
subordinate,  could  be  incorporated  into  the  basic  pastoral  scheme: 
"rugged  ravines  shaded  with  trees,  and  made  picturesque  with 
shrubs,"  as  well  as  "some  slight  approach  to  the  mystery,  variety 
and  luxuriance  of  tropical  scenery  .  .  .  gay  with  flowers,  and  intri- 
cate and  mazy  with  vines  and  creepers,  ferns,  rushes  and  broad- 
leaved  plants." 

The  forest  groves  between  the  Long  Meadow  and  the  Nether- 
mead  are  the  picturesque  counterpart  of  the  Central  Park  Ramble. 
A  little  stream,  with  a  series  of  pools  created  by  water  pumped 
from  the  lake,  meanders  like  a  mountain  brook  through  these 
woods.  On  an  island  in  the  lake,  Olmsted  chose  cold-tolerant 
plants  whose  forms  simulated  the  tropical  vegetation  he  had 
admired  so  much  in  Panama. 

He  and  Vaux  realized,  however,  that  people  visit  parks  not 
only  to  admire  nature  but  to  socialize  with  one  another.  They  ob- 
served,   "Men   must   come    together,    and    must   be    seen   coming 
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together,  in  carriages,  on  horseback  and  on  foot,  and  the  con- 
course of  animated  life  which  will  thus  be  formed,  must  in  itself 
be  made,  if  possible,  an  attractive  and  diverting  spectacle."  It 
was  clear  that  if  the  impression  of  tranquillity  and  rural  seclusion 
was  to  be  maintained  in  certain  parts  of  the  park,  there  must  be 
other  places  specifically  set  aside  for  congregation  and  social  inter- 
course. Again,  Central  Park  furnished  the  designers  with  some 
basic  assumptions  regarding  public  taste.  Taking  the  circuit  of  the 
park's  drives  in  one's  landau  or  brougham  had  become  an  estab- 
lished social  rite  with  people  of  fashion.  Concerts  in  the  park  were 
another  extremely  popular  amusement  enjoyed  by  people  of  all 
classes.  Skillfully,  the  designers  made  provisions  combining  both 
of  these  pleasures  in  Prospect  Park.  A  music  stand  romantically 
sited  on  an  island  in  the  bay  of  the  lake  faced  a  pedestrian  con- 
course, with  shaded  seats  accommodating  as  many  as  ten  thou- 
sand people,  and  this  was  flanked  by   two   carriage   concourses. 

Another  oval  carriage  concourse  was  provided  on  Vanderbilt 
Hill  for  visitors  to  the  Lookout,  a  viewing  tower  that  was  never 
built,  although  the  unadorned  hillcrest  is  still  a  cool  and  pleasant 
eminence  for  a  bird's-eye  view  of  the  park  and  its  now-urbanized 
environs.  Another  planned  but  never-realized  gathering  place  was 
the  Refectory,  designed  like  a  country  inn  and  sited  on  the  lake 
shore  where  it  could  serve  skaters  in  winter  and  boating  parties  in 
summer.  In  this  way  Prospect  Park  was  planned  to  satisfy  two 
antithetical  needs — the  need  for  tranquillity  and  solitude  and  the 
need  for  animated  spectacle  and  gregariousness. 

The  1866  report  to  the  Brooklyn  park  commissioners  ex- 
tended its  purview  beyond  the  boundaries  of  Prospect  Park  and 
showed  evidence  of  Olmsted's  growing  concern  with  matters  of 
urban  planning.  Already  recognizing  the  demand  to  use  Central 
Park  as  a  repository  for  various  institutional  structures,  Olmsted 
and  Vaux  wished  to  obviate  similar  encroachments  in  Prospect 
Park.  They  suggested  that  part  of  the  land  east  of  Flatbush  Ave- 


nue, which  had  been  previously  acquired  but  which  they  had 
recommended  discarding  for  park  purposes,  be  reserved  for 
museums  and  other  educational  edifices.  Suggestions  were  made 
for  the  remapping  of  some  of  the  streets  facing  the  principal 
entrance  in  order  that,  when  developed,  they  might  intersect  its 
double-crescent  plaza  at  a  better  angle.  Other  entrances  were  to  be 
dignified  by  the  creation  of  circles  opening  onto  them. 

Much  more  important  than  these  minor  rearrangements  in 
the  street  pattern  adjacent  to  the  park  was  the  proposal  labeled 
"suburban  connections."  Though  the  word  "park  way"  would  not 
be  coined  until  Olmsted  and  Vaux  submitted  their  report  of 
1868,  the  concept  was  embodied  in  the  1866  report.  "Such  a 
road,"  they  stated,  "whatever  may  be  the  character  of  the  country 
through  which  it  passes,  should  be  in  itself  of  a  picturesque 
character.  It  should,  therefore,  be  neither  very  straight  nor  very 
level,  and  should  be  bordered  by  a  small  belt  of  trees  and  shrub- 
bery." Specifically,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  had  in  mind  a  pleasure 
drive  connecting  the  park  with  the  sea.  Ocean  Parkway,  when 
built,  was  straight,  not  curvilinear,  but  its  functional  separation  of 
traffic  by  tree-planted  malls  into  carriage  way,  walks,  and  access 
roads  is  an  important  innovation  in  the  history  of  American  road 
building. 

If  a  single  road  for  pleasure  driving  was  good,  even  better 
would  be  an  entire  system  of  scenic  roads.  Anticipating  the 
Queensboro  Bridge,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  envisioned  another  park- 
way starting  from  Prospect  Park  and  carried  over  the  East  River 
at  Welfare  Island  to  connect  with  Central  Park.  They  hoped  that 
north  of  Central  Park  the  future  development  of  Manhattan  could 
incorporate  an  additional  system  of  scenic  roads  to  take  the  pleas- 
ure driver  within  sight  of  the  Hudson  and  the  Palisades. 

Following  its  submission,  the  plan  for  Prospect  Park  was 
circulated  among  the  citizens  of  Brooklyn.  With  far  less  division 
of  opinion  than  had  been   the   case  with   Central   Park,   it  was 
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Music  Island,  Prospect  Park,  c.  1885. 


declared  acceptable,  and  an  application  to  the  state  legislature  to 
authorize  the  proposed  boundary  change  was  made.  On  May  29, 
1866,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  formally  appointed  landscape  archi- 
tects for  the  park.  Cart  gangs  and  barrow  gangs  were  hired,  and 
the  labor  of  grading,  filling,  and  draining  was  begun.  Fourteen 
thousand  trees  were  set  out  as  initial  stock  in  two  nurseries  on 
the  park  premises. 

In  their  report  of  the  following  year,  the  landscape  architects 
articulated  once  again  the  parkway  concept.  This  time  they  pro- 
posed laying  out  such  a  road  in  anticipation  of  the  development 
that  would  take  place  to  the -east  of  Prospect  Park.  They  held  that 
a  spacious  and  agreeable  thoroughfare  would  attract  the  settle- 
ment of  families  desiring  suburban  villas.  When  built,  Eastern 
Parkway,  like  Ocean  Parkway,  was  straight  in  the  manner  of  a 
French  boulevard,  rather  than  picturesque  with  "frequent  curves 
and  considerable  inequalities  of  surface"   as  Olmsted   and  Vaux 


had  suggested.  Its  real  importance  was  as  a  demonstration  of  the 
relationship  between  transportation  and  urban  development,  an 
idea  Olmsted  and  Vaux  expounded  at  considerable  length  in  their 
1868  report  to  the  Brooklyn  park  commissioners. 

A  landmark  document  in  the  history  of  city  planning,  this 
report  is  a  brief  for  the  differentiation  of  various  classes  of  roads 
according  to  their  intended  function  and  adjacent  land  use.  It  in- 
cluded a  review  of  the  nature  and  condition  of  roads  from  feudal 
times  to  the  nineteenth  century,  from  the  random  footpaths  of  the 
medieval  town  to  the  grid  plan  of  the  urban  land  speculator.  It 
pointed  out  how  London  merchants,  ignoring  Christopher  Wren's 
sensible  street  widening  and  straightening  proposal  following  the 
Great  Fire,  rebuilt  their  town  on  old  property  lines  rather  than  in 
a  logical  form  that  would  serve  the  common  interest.  The  result 
was  the  delay  for  a  century  of  a  pattern  of  straight,  connected 
streets  with  raised  sidewalks  for  pedestrians  and  gutters  under- 
lain by  sewers  for  carrying  away  refuse. 

According  to  the  authors  of  the  1868  report,  now  that  cities 
were  no  longer  compact  defense  fortresses  with  houses  and  work- 
shops occupying  the  same  structures,  the  whole  urban  mass  tightly 
packed  behind  walls,  a  great  amelioration  of  the  human  condition 
had  occurred.  There  was  a  lower  rate  of  disease  and  pestilence, 
fewer  fires,  and  less  vandalism  and  mob  violence.  Clairvoyantly, 
Olmsted  and  Vaux  predicted  the  phenomenal  urban  growth  of  the 
twentieth  century;  they  foresaw  the  spread  of  the  city  over  a 
larger  and  larger  land  base.  Devoted  as  they  were  to  the  aesthetic 
of  the  pastoral,  they  nevertheless  saw  the  futility  of  trying  to  turn 
the  clock  back  to  an  earlier,  simpler  America.  They  grasped  the 
implications  of  the  new  technology  that  was  being  developed  in 
the  years  immediately  after  the  Civil  War:  the  laying  of  the  trans- 
atlantic cable,  the  construction  of  the  railroad  to  the  Pacific,  the 
opening  of  the  Orient  to  steam  navigation.  These  and  other  inno- 
vations in  transportation  and  communications  would,  they   pre- 


Prospect  Park     37 


dieted,  greatly  stimulate  trade,  thereby  making  the  enlargement  of 
cities  inevitable.  The  same  technology  that  brought  people  together 
in  cities  also  made  it  possible  for  them  to  spread  out  and  live  in 
relative  seclusion  from  one  another.  The  suburb  with  its  leafy 
gardens  was  the  product  of  the  commuter  railroad  and  the  mac- 
adam highway. 

The  suburban  ideal,  discredited  in  our  own  time  because  its 
realization  has  so  frequently  been  undistinguished  in  terms  of  de- 
sign, was  an  important  nineteenth-century  contribution  to  the  art 
of  city  building.  Olmsted's  work  as  a  sanitarian  during  the  war  had 
given  him  firsthand  exposure  to  the  evils  of  crowded  living  condi- 
tions. The  suburb  promised  pure  air  and  sunlight  and  the  oxygen- 
generating  capacity  of  green  plants  surrounding  each  domicile.  He 
firmly  believed  that  the  detached  villa  was  a  far  healthier  resi- 
dence than  the  row  house,  the  basic  middle-class  dwelling  type  of 
that  day,  and  he  never  ceased  campaigning  for  the  subdivision  of 
land  into  lots  one  hundred  or  more  feet  in  width.  The  suburb, 
like  the  park,  served  a  psychophysical  purpose.  It  was  a  good 
compromise  in  the  instinctive  quest  for  verdure,  which  most  peo- 
ple, particularly  those  who  had  once  lived  in  the  country,  felt  in 
the  engulfing  city.  Its  gardenesque  attributes  were  a  tonic  for 
tired  nerves. 

Olmsted  and  Vaux  believed  that  while  a  grid  street  plan  was 
advantageous  in  the  commercial  sector,  where  the  direct  movement 
of  goods  was  a  desideratum,  it  was  incompatible  with  a  residential 
neighborhood.  The  widespread  use  of  the  new  lightweight  car- 


riages dictated  the  need  for  smooth  roadbeds,  and  the  popularity 
of  driving  as  a  form  of  recreation  dictated  the  need  for  pleasant, 
tree-shaded  thoroughfares,  preferably  curvilinear,  connecting  parks 
with  the  residential  quarter.  To  prohibit  commercial  traffic  on  such 
roads  would  be  impossible,  as  the  homes  adjoining  them  would 
have  to  be  serviced  by  vehicles  of  trade.  Thus,  the  Prospect  Park 
designers  offered  the  parkway  with  its  central  drive,  flanking 
promenades,  exterior  access  roads  and  sidewalks,  all  separated  by 
rows  of  trees,  as  a  logical  refinement  in  the  history  of  road  build- 
ing to  meet  the  needs  of  the  nineteenth-century  city.  In  addition, 
they  reasoned  the  width  of  this  multipurpose  thoroughfare  made 
it  a  perfect  fire  barrier. 

The  parkway  system  emanating  from  Prospect  Park  was  the 
frame  upon  which  residential  Brooklyn  would  grow.  Stranahan 
and  his  colleagues  on  the  park  commission  wanted  to  ensure  that 
Brooklyn  would  become  more  than  a  bedroom  community  of  clerks 
and  stenographers.  By  primarily  catering  to  those  who  could  afford 
to  own  carriages  and  build  villas,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  can  be  crit- 
icized as  elitists.  (To  their  disappointment,  row  houses  were  built 
on  the  land  bordering  Ocean  and  Eastern  parkways  instead  of  the 
detached  villas  they  had  recommended.)  But  by  extending  the 
range  of  their  concern  from  their  immediate  commission,  the  de- 
sign of  Prospect  Park,  to  the  entire  undeveloped  section  of  Brook- 
lyn, they  articulated  the  importance  of  intelligent,  comprehensive 
planning  in  advance  of  future  growth  at  a  time  when  that  kind  of 
foresight  was  practically  unknown. 


The  Slew  York  That  Might  Have  Been 


[New  York]  has  come  at  last,  far  up  on  the  West  side,  into 
possession  of  her  birthright,  into  the  roused  consciousness 
that  some  possibility  of  a  river-front  may  still  remain  to 
her;  though,  obviously,  a  justified  pride  in  this  property  has 
yet  to  await  the  birth  of  a  more  responsible  sense  of  style  in 
her  dealings  with  it,  the  dawn  of  some  adequate  plan  or 
controlling  idea. 

Henry  James,  The  American  Scene 


I  am  all  the  time  bothered  with  the  miserable  nomenclature 
of  L.A.  Landscape  is  not  a  good  word,  Architecture  is  not; 
the  combination  is  not — Gardening  is  worse.  .  .  .  The  art  is 
not  gardening  nor  is  it  architecture.  What  I  am  doing  here 
in  California  is  neither.  .  .  .  The  arrangement  of  village 
streets  is  neither  Landscape  Art,  nor  Architectural  Art,  nor  is 
it  both  together  in  my  mind,  of  course  it  is  not,  and  it  will 
never  be  in  the  popular  mind.  ...  If  you  are  bound  to  estab- 
lish this  new  art — you  don't  want  an  old  name  for  it,  and 
for  clearness,  for  convenience,  for  distinctness,  you  do  need 
half  a  dozen  new  technical  words  at  least. 


One  wonders  if  a  field  embracing  as  many  collective  disciplines  as 
city  planning  is  a  true  profession.  Certainly  the  term  "city  plan- 
ner" is  an  inflated  one,  implying  as  it  does  an  individual  em- 
powered to  create  the  physical  and  social  mold  that  will  contain 
and  shape  thousands  of  human  lives.  In  reality,  for  better  or  worse, 
the  ultimate  decisions  concerning  how  cities  get  built  are  made  by 
politicians,  community  sentiment,  and  the  market  mechanism. 
Ancillary  to  these  is  the  planning  fraternity,  composed  of  engi- 
neers, social  scientists,  economists,  architects,  and  landscape 
architects. 

It  is  not  surprising,  then,  that  Olmsted  had  trouble  defining 
what  he  considered  his  profession  to  be.  While  he  was  still  in 
California  designing  the  community  of  Berkeley  and  the  park 
system  for  San  Francisco,  he  wrote  to  Vaux: 


Lacking  the  imprecise  label  of  city  planner,  he  reluctantly 
accepted  the  title  landscape  architect  and  was  known  as  such  for 
the  rest  of  his  life,  although  his  restless  energies  led  him  into  prac- 
tically all  the  allied  provinces  of  planning:  road  building,  mass  tran- 
sit, subdivision  development,  sanitary  engineering.  Prevented  by 
the  politics  of  his  day,  he  was  unable  to  deal  with  the  ghetto  in 
his  philosophy  of  urbanism;  central-city  regeneration  would  have 
to  await  the  crusading  of  a  Jacob  Riis  and  the  housing  reforms  of 
the  twentieth  century.  Still,  Olmsted  did  deal  with  the  slums  at 
one  remove  by  presenting  parks  as  a  palliative,  an  alternative  to 
the  gin  house  and  a  temporary  escape  from  the  congested  misery 
of  Chatham   Square   and   Park   Row. 

His  real  genius  lay  in  achieving  a  solid  and  workable  mar- 
riage between  city  and  country;  the  offspring  of  that  union  was 
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the  self-contained  suburb.  The  suburb  as  Olmsted  conceived  it 
was  not  a  suburb  in  the  usual  sense,  but  rather  an  entire  planned 
community  like  an  English  garden  city. 

Olmsted  recognized  earlier  than  most  the  phenomenon  of 
rural-urban  migration  that  in  the  years  following  the  Civil  War 
was  becoming  the  dominant  social  trend  in  American  life,  a  trend 
that  was  to  be  a  major  theme  of  such  writers  as  William  Dean 
Howells,  Theodore  Dreiser,  and  Frank  Norris.  In  Public  Parks  and 
the  Enlargement  of  Town,  a  paper  delivered  to  the  American 
Social  Science  Association  in  1870,  he  saw  new  channels  of 
dependency  being  set  up  between  town  and  country.  More  and 
more,  the  people  of  the  country  were  relying  on  the  city  for  mer- 
chandise and  professional  talent.  Transportation  dissolved  dis- 
tance, destroying  local  autonomy.  Once-proud  little  New  England 
villages  were  falling  into  decay  as  the  country  doctor,  lawyer, 
schoolmaster,  shoemaker,  dressmaker,  and  storekeeper  vanished 
from  the  scene.  The  symbol  of  a  new  life  style  was  the  railroad 
timetable  that  now  hung  beside  the  almanac  in  every  farmhouse. 

Olmsted  did  not  deplore  this  trend.  Rather,  he  rejoiced. 
Arguing  against  those  who  regarded  the  prevailing  townward  drift 
as  a  moral  epidemic,  he  equated  a  return  to  ruralism  with  a  re- 
turn to  feudalism,  noting  that  "no  nation  has  yet  begun  to  give 
up  schools  or  newspapers,  railroads  or  telegraphs,  to  restore  feu- 
dal rights  or  advance  rates  of  postage.  King-craft  and  priest-craft 
are  nowhere  gaining  any  solid  ground."  He  felt  that  those  forms 
of  individual  enterprise  typical  of  the  frontier  had  had  their  day 
and  the  time  had  come  for  a  new  corporate  order.  The  same  trans- 
portation technology  that  siphoned  people  off  the  farms  and  into 
the  cities  also  created  the  daily  commuter.  No  longer  was  it  nec- 
essary to  live  in  close  proximity  to  one's  place  of  business;  the 
diurnal  oscillation  of  the  work  force  between  the  urban  core  and 
its  outlying  suburbs  could  now  become  a  widespread  way  of  life. 

In  the  1868  report  to  the  Brooklyn  park  commissioners,  he 


had  drawn  a  portrait  of  an  Horatio  Alger  type  of  young  man  likely 
to  situate  in  the  metropolis.  He  was  a  country  boy  whose  acumen 
and  ambition  had  outstripped  the  opportunities  of  the  provincial 
town  near  the  place  of  his  birth  and  who,  "being  of  superior  cali- 
bre, ultimately  finds  himself  drawn  by  irresistible  magnetic  force 
to  the  commercial  cities."  There  he  succeeds  and  becomes 
wealthy.  But  for  this  individual,  riches  alone  do  not  suffice;  ata- 
vistically  he  longs  for  nature.  "Trees  and  grass  are,  however, 
wrought  into  the  very  texture  and  fibre  of  his  constitution  and 
without  being  aware  of  it  he  feels  day  by  day  that  his  life  needs 
a  suggestion  of  the  old  country  flavor  to  make  it  palatable  as  well 
as  profitable" — in  other  words,  the  suburb. 

Olmsted  noticed  the  attraction  the  town  held  for  women 
especially.  Prefiguring  Dreiser's  Sister  Carrie,  he  analyzed  the  urge 
that  propelled  them  into  the  new  American  cities  as  "a  frantic 
desire  to  escape  from  the  dull  lives  which  they  have  seen  before 
them  in  the  country,  a  craving  for  recreation,  especially  for  more 
companionship  in  yielding  to  playful  girlish  impulses,  innocent  in 
themselves."  Nor  was  the  townward  migration  of  females  a  frivo- 
lous thing.  The  civilized  woman  wanted  neatness  in  her  surround- 
ings and  labor-saving  conveniences  in  her  daily  life.  Concentration 
of  population  made  possible  the  provision  of  goods  and  services 
impossible  in  the  country.  It  allowed  for  a  standard  of  municipal 
housekeeping — clean  streets,  sewers,  garbage  removal — that  ap- 
pealed to  a  woman's  instinct  for  tidiness  and  order.  Olmsted 
pointed  out  that  extreme  density  was  not  necessary  to  enjoy  these 
fruits  of  modern  technology: 

Probably  the  advantages  of  civilization  can  be  found  illus- 
trated and  demonstrated  under  no  other  circumstances  as  in 
some  suburban  neighborhoods  where  each  family  abode 
stands  fifty  or  a  hundred  feet  or  more  apart  from  all  others, 
and  at  some  distance  from  the  public  road.  And  it  must  be 
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remembered,  also,  that  man's  enjoyment  of  rural  beauty  has 
clearly  increased  rather  than  diminished  with  his  advance  in 
civilization.  There  is  no  reason,  except  in  the  loss  of  time, 
the  inconvenience,  discomfort,  and  expense  of  our  present 
arrangements  for  short  travel,  why  suburban  advantages 
should  not  be  almost  indefinitely  extended. 

While  Olmsted  deplored  the  polluted  air,  the  dirt,  the  con- 
gestion, the  noise  of  the  central  city  (noise  particularly  jangled 
his  sensitive  nerves  so  that  he  often  had  to  work  at  night  after  the 
din  of  metal  cart  wheels  and  horses'  hooves  clattering  on  paving 
stones  had  died  down],  he  valued  the  cultural  opportunities  of  the 
metropolis  and  predicted  with  equanimity  "larger  towns  than  any 
the  world  has  yet  known."  Cities  were  the  places  where  one  was 
educated,  edified,  entertained.  He  believed  "the  further  progress  of 
civilization  is  to  depend  mainly  upon  the  influences  by  which 
men's  minds  and  characters  will  be  affected  while  living  in  large 
towns." 

He  conceded,  however,  that  simply  to  extend  the  city  in  its 
present  form  would  be  to  preserve  the  pathologies  of  the  past. 
The  villain  was  density.  His  prescription  was  to  house  as  large  a 
percentage  of  the  population  as  possible  in  detached  single-family 
dwellings;  then  there  would  be  a  corresponding  reduction  of  crime 
and  disease.  For  the  anomie  of  the  crowd  he  would  substitute  the 
neighborliness  of  the  community. 

Much  of  Olmsted's  ideal  city  of  the  future  was  embodied  in 
the  plan  for  Brooklyn,  a  plan  he  would  elaborate  in  Boston  and 
Buffalo.  Just  as  the  green  or  common  was  the  center  of  the  old  New 
England  village,  the  park  would  be  the  heart  of  the  town.  It  should 
therefore  be  planned  in  conjunction  with  the  arteries  of  circula- 
tion of  the  rest  of  the  system,  "trunk  routes  of  communication  be- 
tween it  and  the  distant  parts  of  the  town  existing  or  forecasted." 
These  routes  should  preferably  be  "narrow  informal  elongations 


of  the  park,"  picturesquely  harmonizing  with  topography;  if  that 
was  impossible  because  of  a  prearranged  street  plan,  straight  for- 
mal parkways  in  the  manner  of  the  boulevards  of  Paris,  which 
he  had  studied  and  admired,  would  suffice.  Olmsted  said.  "It  is  a 
common  error  to  regard  a  park  as  something  to  be  produced  com- 
plete in  itself,  as  a  picture  painted  on  canvas.  It  should  rather  be 
planned  as  one  to  be  done  in  fresco,  with  constant  consideration 
of  exterior  objects,  some  of  them  quite  at  a  distance  and  even 
existing  as  yet  only  in  the  imagination  of  the  painter." 

In  changing  his  focus  from  the  park  to  the  town,  Olmsted 
changed  the  optical  properties  of  the  metaphorical  Claude  glass, 
the  device  through  which  picturesque  critics  viewed  nature  as  a 
series  of  self-contained  vignettes.  When  carriage  travel  over 
smoothly  graded  parkways  became  a  popular  pastime,  "pictur- 
esqueness"  became  something  kinetic.  Translating  this  into  modern 
terms,  one  can  say  that  to  the  extent  that  scenic  appreciation  is  a 
motive  for  automobile  travel  today,  its  optical  symbol  is  the 
movie,  not  the  still,  camera. 

Olmsted's  basic  blueprint  of  parkways  radiating  out  from 
a  park  and  connecting  it  with  the  residential  sector  and  perhaps 
with  other  parks  as  well  was  grounded  in  a  concept  of  social 
benefit.  Such  a  planning  framework  would  produce  a  healthier, 
more  domestic  environment.  Always,  however,  whenever  this 
abstract  ideal  was  made  specific  in  the  various  commissions  he 
carried  out  first  with  Vaux  and  later  with  other  assistants,  close 
attention  was  given  to  aesthetic  considerations.  Indeed,  Olmsted 
could  never  divorce  social  and  aesthetic  goals;  beauty,  especially 
the  beauty  of  trees  and  grass  and  water,  was  for  him  an  amelio- 
rating and  therapeutic  force.  Moreover,  it  was  a  sound  invest- 
ment. Just  as  he  had  in  his  books  on  the  South  argued  the  case 
against  slavery  on  economic  grounds,  so,  too,  he  was  at  pains  to 
point  out  the  economic  wisdom  inherent  in  a  well-designed  road 
and  recreation  system.  Handsome  tree-lined  parkways  and  land- 
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Plan  for  Riverside,  Illinois,  1869. 

scaped  parks  would  attract  fine  dwellings  and  maintain  high  land 
values  on  their  borders  and  in  their  adjacent  precincts. 

In  1868  he  and  Vaux  had  their  first  opportunity  to  design  a 
complete  suburban  community,  Riverside,  on  the  Des  Plaines  River 
outside  Chicago.  It  stands  today  as  one  of  the  few  realized  com- 
munity-development plans  that  they  produced,  an  example  of  what 
portions  of  New  York  might  have  become  had  their  subsequent 
designs  for  Staten  Island,  northern  Manhattan,  and  the  Bronx  been 
carried  out. 

First,  they  proposed  a  six-mile  parkway  connecting  the  sub- 
urb with  the  city.  Although  Riverside  was  served  by  commuter 
railroad,  how  much  pleasanter,  they  reasoned,  for  a  businessman 
to  combine  exercise  and  recreation  with  the  journey  to  work  by 
riding  in  a  carriage  or  on  horseback  over  a  well-designed  park- 
way. On  holidays,  people  from  the  city  could  use  the  parkway  to 
come  for  "rural  fStes"  at  Riverside. 


Owing  to  the  resistance  of  landowners  along  the  proposed 
right-of-way,  the  parkway  was  the  one  component  of  the  River- 
side scheme  that  was  never  built.  Nothing  perhaps  separates  our 
own  age  more  from  Olmsted's  than  the  concept  of  travel  it  em- 
bodies. The  bridle  path  beside  the  parkway  was  to  be  arranged  so 
that  "equestrians  at  pleasure  turn  from  it  to  converse  with  friends 
in  carriages."  Clearly,  sociability  and  the  enjoyment  of  scenery  be- 
long to  the  leisurely  pace  of  the  parkway,  whereas  the  modern  ex- 
pressway serves  the  traveler  whose  only  object  is  his  destination. 

The  plan  of  Riverside  is  in  appearance  organic,  cellular. 
It  was  certainly  a  radical  departure  from  the  typical  land  specula- 
tor's grid  layout.  The  designers  recommended  a  road  pattern  of 
"gracefully  curved  lines,  generous  spaces,  and  the  absence  of  sharp 
corners,  the  idea  being  to  suggest  and  imply  leisure,  contemplative- 
ness  and  happy  tranquility."  In  the  interstices  of  the  irregularly 
shaped  blocks  thus  formed  are  open  spaces  of  the  "character  of 
informal  village  greens,  commons  and  playgrounds."  Massive  street 
tree  planting  along  picturesque  principles,  plus  the  stipulation  that 
each  individual  homeowner  must  maintain  at  least  two  trees  be- 
tween his  house  and  the  road,  was  insurance  against  the  obtrusive- 
ness  of  possible  architectural  eyesores. 

An  aerial  view  of  New  York  City  today  shows,  except  for 
Riverside  Drive,  which  was  designed  by  Olmsted,  and  a  few  resi- 
dential enclaves  such  as  Riverdale  in  the  Bronx  or  Forest  Hills 
Gardens  in  Queens  (the  latter,  incidentally,  was  laid  out  by  Fred- 
erick Law  Olmsted,  Jr.,  in  the  early  years  of  the  twentieth  cen- 
tury), a  relentless  geometry,  an  endless  repetition  and  multiplica- 
tion of  uniform  rectangular  blocks  and  straight  streets.  It  is  hard 
to  believe  that  this  ubiquitous  urban  mass  covering  320  square 
miles  was,  less  than  a  hundred  years  ago,  largely  farms,  that  there 
were  high  ridges  of  exposed  bedrock,  untenanted  woods,  streams, 
ponds,  and  marshes.  Such  was  the  tabula  rasa  of  the  nineteenth- 
century  planner.  Such  was  the  opportunity  presented  Olmsted,  the 
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opportunity  of  planning  new  communities  in  a  fresh,  unspoiled 
setting.  Unfortunately,  his  plans  for  New  York  were  aborted.  Now 
the  marshes  have  been  filled,  ponds  drained,  streams  buried  under- 
ground, woods  chopped,  bedrock  blasted  away,  and  the  opportu- 
nity of  utilizing  nature  as  a  partner  in  the  design  process  has, 
except  in  a  few  remote  corners  of  the  city,  disappeared  forever. 

The  latest  city  land  to  be  parceled  out  according  to  the  con- 
venient and  unaesthetic  grid  is  on  Staten  Island,  New  York's  fast- 
est growing  borough  since  the  opening  of  the  Verrazano  Bridge 
in  1964.  Staten  Island's  transfer  from  rural  to  urban  status  was 
retarded  by  its  pre-bridge  insularity  and,  in  Olmsted's  day,  by 
the  notoriety  it  enjoyed  as  an  unhealthy  environment.  Malaria  was 
the  specter  scaring  away  would-be  settlers.  This  had  not  been  true 
during  the  years  of  his  residence  on  the  island  as  a  young  gentle- 
man farmer;  then  such  notables  as  Judge  William  Emerson,  brother 
of  the  Concord  philosopher,  had  lived  there.  Theodore  Roosevelt's 
family  had  kept  a  summer  home  near  Fresh  Kills  until  after  the 
Civil  War.  But  by  1870  the  island  had  passed  out  of  fashion  as  a 
place  of  residence  and  a  place  of  resort,  and  Olmsted  was  called 
in  to  head  up  a  team  of  consultants  including  the  pioneer  sanitar- 
ian Dr.  Elisha  Harris  and  the  architect  Henry  Hobson  Richardson 
to  investigate  the  causes  for  the  island's  decline  and  suggest  reme- 
dies that  would  make  it  attractive  to  settlement  once  again. 

In  his  report,  Olmsted  traced  the  decline  of  Staten  Island 
from  a  pleasant  agricultural  community  when  "the  owners  of  the 
land  lived  in  quaint  and  cozy,  low-roofed  and  broad-galleried  cot- 
tages, approached  by  the  most  delightful  class  of  summer  roads, 
winding  among  the  great  trees,  crossing  clear  brooks  and  skirting 
the  smooth,  clean  meadows,"  to  its  present  decrepitude.  The 
cutting  of  forests  and  the  abandonment  of  farms  to  idle  land  spec- 
ulation had  caused  the  ground  to  lose  its  porosity  and  led  to  the 
formation  of  over  a  thousand  pools — pernicious  malarial  nurseries. 


Science  had  not  yet  isolated  the  mosquito  as  the  carrier  of 
malaria.  Dr.  John  Strong  Newberry,  geologist  and  physician  and 
another  consultant  on  the  study  team,  thought  the  disease  might 
be  caused  by  "a  granular  microphyte"  or  "by  certain  gases  or 
volatile  emanations  .  .  .  evoked  by  decaying  vegetable  matter 
under  the  required  conditions  of  temperature  and  moisture." 
Shade  trees,  their  canopies  of  foliage  warding  off  heat  and  their 
roots  draining  the  soil,  were  seen  as  a  foil  to  the  steamy,  stagnant 
ponds  dotting  the  island.  To  entirely  eradicate  the  scourge,  how- 
ever, thorough  underdrainage  of  its  particularly  water-retentive 
soil  was  considered  necessary. 

When  Olmsted  was  a  Staten  Island  farmer,  he  had  been 
especially  interested  in  techniques  of  drainage;  indeed,  he  had 
rationalized  leaving  his  farm  for  his  extended  tour  of  England  on 
the  grounds  of  studying  modern  drainage  methods  there.  He  had 
made  extensive  use  of  drainage  tiles  in  Central  and  Prospect  parks. 
Now  he  recommended  a  network  of  open-jointed  pipes  leading 
from  all  the  soggy  places  and  from  individual  properties  on  the 
island  into  public  drains  connected  to  outfalls  on  its  perimeter. 
Only  in  this  way,  he  argued,  could  Staten  Island  be  made  whole- 
some and  fit  for  habitation.  Shade  trees  bordering  a  comprehensive 
system  of  "high-roads"  would  further  alleviate  the  problem  and 
be  a  picturesque  inducement  to  a  better  class  of  settlement.  Unfor- 
tunately, the  plan  depicting  these  roads  has  been  lost,  and  their  out- 
lines can  only  be  reconstructed  from  the  description  in  the  report. 

One  must  also  rely  on  the  written  word  to  visualize  the  sys- 
tem of  impounding  reservoirs  Olmsted  and  his  colleagues  proposed 
for  the  eastern  half  of  the  island.  While  the  watershed  surround- 
ing three  "dales"  where  collection  basins  would  be  formed  could 
be  used  for  park  purposes  (Fairmount  Park  in  Philadelphia  was  a 
precedent  for  this  kind  of  combined  land  use),  Olmsted  doubted 
the  practicality  of  such  an  undertaking  on  Staten  Island.  Rather, 
he  proposed  what  he  called  the  Water  Glade,  open  meadows  bor- 
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dering  the  water-courses  and  impounding  reservoirs.  The  Water 
Glade  would  be  rimmed  by  highways,  and  beyond  them  would  be 
the  Overdale,  land  restricted  against  any  nuisance  occupations 
damaging  to  the  adjacent  water  supply,  although  private  dwellings 
with  certain  safeguards  could  be  built  upon  it. 

Nowhere  on  the  island  did  Olmsted  think  it  suitable  to  build 
other  than  detached  houses.  The  minimum  lot  size  where  land  was 
more  in  demand  near  the  shore  should  be  one-quarter  acre;  five 
acres  in  the  upland  areas  he  estimated  to  be  the  maximum  for  a 
suburban  residence. 

In  domestic  arrangements,  he  wished  to  break  open  the 
stuffy  Victorian  box;  every  house  he  felt  should  have  "a  series  of 
out-of-door  apartments,  not  open  to  the  public  view,  in  which 
direct  exposure  to  sun  and  wind  may,  when  desired,  be  avoided, 
and  in  which  various  ordinary  household  occupations  may  be 
carried  on." 

He  maintained  that,  "With  good,  shaded  highways,  walks  not 
liable  to  be  overthronged,  it  is  not  at  all  necessary  that  the  house 
should  command  fine,  distant  or  general  views,  it  is  rather  better 
that  stand-points  for  these  should  be  possessed  by  each  family 
in  common  with  others,  at  some  little  distance  from  the  house,  so 
as  to  afford  inducement  and  occasion  for  going  more  out  from  it, 
and  for  realizing  and  keeping  up  acquaintances  by  the  eye  at  least, 
with  the  community."  Thus,  as  in  his  park  plans.  Olmsted's  ideal 
suburb  accommodated  the  need  for  both  privacy  and  sociability. 

The  Staten  Island  report  was  never  acted  upon,  but  some 
of  the  ideas  it  embodied  were  carried  out  later  in  other  Olmsted 
projects,  notably  the  use  of  drainage  basins  for  flood  control  and 
to  preserve  a  green  chain  of  open  spaces  within  the  urban  mass. 
The  Boston  Back  Bay  with  its  surrounding  Fenway  is  one  example. 

In  1876  Olmsted  had  an  opportunity  to  further  elaborate  his 
theories  of  residential  planning  when  he  was  commissioned  with 
J.  James  R.  Croes,  a  civil  and  topographical  engineer,  to  produce  a 


plan  for  the  twenty-third  and  twenty-fourth  wards  of  New  York 
City  [northern  Manhattan  and  land  recently  annexed  from  West- 
chester County  in  what  is  now  the  Bronx).  The  topography  Olm- 
sted and  Croes  were  hired  to  study  is  composed  of  long  northeast- 
trending  ridges  of  Fordham  gneiss,  the  bedrock  of  the  Bronx,  and 
a  high  escarpment  of  Manhattan  schist.  This  corrugated  land  was 
ideal  for  picturesque  treatment.  Nowhere  in  his  writings  does 
Olmsted  attack  the  prevailing  grid  method  of  laying  out  streets  so 
systematically  and  persuasively  as  in  this  report.  The  defects  he 
pointed  out  are,  by  and  large,  with  us  today. 

First,  there  was  the  mindless  uniformity  of  blocks  sixty-six 
yards  wide  by  two  hundred  yards  long,  which  meant  that  "if  a 
building  site  is  wanted,  whether  with  a  view  to  a  church  or  a  blast 
furnace,  an  opera  house  or  a  toy  shop,  there  is,  of  intention,  no 
better  a  place  in  one  of  these  blocks  than  in  another."  Further- 
more, the  artificial  boundaries  of  these  blocks  imposed  rigid  con- 
straints on  the  size  and  shape  of  the  buildings  that  occupied  them. 
Cathedral,  convent,  university,  factory,  depot — none  could  extend 
more  than  sixty-six  yards  from  north  to  south.  Conversely,  no 
museum,  library,  post  office,  or  hotel  could,  unless  it  were  two 
hundred  feet  wide,  be  lighted  by  windows  and  entered  on  both  its 
east  and  west  sides. 

Olmsted  pointed  out  yet  another  aesthetic  disadvantage: 
"There  is  no  place  under  the  system  in  New  York  where  a  stately 
building  can  be  looked  up  to  from  base  to  turret,  none  where  it  can 
even  be  seen  full  in  the  face  and  all  at  once  taken  in  by  the  eye; 
none  where  it  can  be  viewed  in  advantageous  perspective." 

Worse  than  any  of  these  limitations,  however,  were  the  im- 
plications of  the  street  system  on  housing,  particularly  in  that  pre- 
reform  age  when  tenements  were  fetid  warrens  with  sunless,  air- 
less interior  rooms.  The  uniform  block  size  meant  a  standard  lot 
depth  of  one  hundred  feet,  a  lot  too  large  to  be  afforded  by  the 
clerk  or  mechanic  and  too  small  for  the  wealthy  merchant.  The 
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Manhattan  street  plan,  1872. 
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nonexistence  of  alleys  meant,  as  it  does  today,  that  all  service 
deliveries  had  to  be  made  and  all  garbage  collected  from  the  front 
sidewalk.  High  ground  rents  forced  the  division  of  blocks  into 
more  numerous  and  therefore  more  narrow  house  lots;  to  gain 
the  same  amount  of  square  footage  as  on  a  wider  lot,  houses  were 
extended  to  the  maximum  depth  possible.  The  results  were  rooms 
badly  proportioned,  poorly  ventilated,  and  dependent  on  distant 
skylights  for  natural  illumination. 

Such  were  the  general  defects  of  the  uniform  street  grid  in 
residential  areas.  Worse  yet  was  its  application  to  rugged  terrain, 
such  as  that  of  northern  Manhattan  and  the  Bronx,  where  steep 
grades  would  necessitate  the  employment  of  two  horses,  whereas 
one  would  suffice  if  the  streets  wound  around  the  hillsides.  There 
were  other  diseconomies  inherent  in  a  plan  of  formal,  straight 
streets.  To  be  attractive,  a  straight  street  must  be  laid  out  with 
particular  care  with  "as  perfect  lines  and  as  perfect  surfaces  in  its 
curbs,  gutters  and  lamp-posts,  pavement  and  flagging,  as  the 
densely  occupied  street  of  the  city."  Trees  must  be  spaced  beside 
it  with  exact  regularity,  and  the  street  and  its  related  landscape 
features  maintained  with  great  particularity.  On  the  contrary,  a 
certain  unkemptness  was  the  very  essence  of  picturesque  roads: 


Wild  plants  may  spring  up,  here  and  there,  in  random  tufts, 
or,  again,  the  roadsides  be  all  filled  out  (as  some  in  the  district 
now  are),  with  a  thick  growth  of  low  brambles,  ferns,  aster, 
gentians,  golden-rods;  roadside  trees  may  be  irregularly 
spaced  and  of  various  sizes  and  species,  great  opposite  small, 
asp  over  against  maple,  elm  bending  to  oak;  fine  old  trees 
may  be  left  standing,  and,  to  save  them,  the  wheel-way  car- 
ried a  little  to  the  right  or  left,  or  slightly  raised  or  lowered. 
It  may  be  desirable,  simply  for  convenience  sake,  to  go  to  the 
expense  of  avoiding  such  conditions,  but,  as  a  matter  of 
taste,  they  are  far  from  blemishes;  they  add  to  other  charms 
of  picturesqueness,  and  they  are  a  concession  to  nature, 
tending  to  an  effect  not  of  incongruity  and  incompleteness, 
but  of  consistent  and  happy  landscape  composition. 

Already  in  1876  it  was  not  enough  to  design  with  nature; 
one  must  also  design  with  technology.  All  the  miles  of  wires  and 
pipes  and  tracks  we  take  so  much  for  granted  today,  so  that  they, 
not  topography,  seem  to  us  the  real  substructure  of  the  city,  were 
then  just  about  to  be  laid  in  place.  We  complain  that  we  live  in  an 
antiquated  urban  machine  as  we  cope  with  a  deteriorating  trans- 
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portation  system,  streets  with  potholes  and  cracked  pavements, 
garbage-strewn  sidewalks.  Optimistically,  Olmsted's  generation 
invested  in  the  first  mechanical  improvements  that  were  designed 
to  make  life  more  efficient,  convenient,  and  pleasant.  As  Olmsted 
put  it,  "Before  New  York  can  have  doubled  its  present  population, 
new  motive  powers  and  means  of  transit,  new  methods  of  building, 
new  professions  and  trades,  and  new  departures  in  sanitary 
science,  if  not  in  political  science,  are  likely  to  have  appeared." 

Anticipating  the  demand  for  mass  transit,  the  plan  for  the 
twenty-third  and  twenty-fourth  wards  contained  a  proposal  for  a 
steam  railroad  system,  separate  from  the  existing  through  railroads 
and  designed  specifically  for  the  daily  commuter.  Extending  the 
principle  of  grade  separation  of  traffic  he  had  first  utilized  in  the 
Central  Park  circulation  system,  Olmsted  pointed  out  that  by 
utilizing  topography,  "intersecting  streets  may  be  carried  over  or 
under  it,  as  local  convenience  may  dictate,  with  moderate  ex- 
pense." He  recommended  a  system  of  loop  lines  that  would  pro- 


vide communication  between  the  east  and  west  sections  of  the 
Bronx,  as  well  as  more  frequent  service  to  the  central  city,  with 
the  same  number  of  trains. 

It  is  clear,  then,  that  the  picturesque  suburb  was  not  a  senti- 
mental rural  conceit  grafted  on  to  a  modern  world,  a  planner's 
version  of  Marie  Antoinette  playing  milkmaid.  Olmsted  faced  one 
of  the  most  pervasive  dichotomies  of  American  civilization — the 
persistence  of  the  pastoral  ideal  in  an  increasingly  technological 
society.  He  was  convinced  that  the  machinery  of  the  new  urban- 
ism  could  be  accommodated  within  a  framework  where  nature 
and  human  beings  remained  dominant.  Indeed,  it  was  machine 
technology  as  embodied  in  the  steam  train,  telegraph,  asphalt 
paving,  and  lightweight  delivery  wagon  that  made  the  picturesque 
suburb  possible  at  all.  Unfortunately,  commercial,  not  social,  mo- 
tives have  tended  to  rule  our  society,  and  technology  has  been  al- 
lowed to  pollute  rather  than  improve  the  environment  and  diminish 
the  quality  of  life  not  only  in  the  cities  but  in  the  suburbs. 


Small  Parks 


One  of  the  unfortunate  side  effects  of  Central  Park  was  that, 
with  the  construction  of  one  major  pleasure  ground,  the  practice 
of  laying  out  Manhattan  around  a  series  of  residential  squares 
was  more  or  less  abandoned.  Though  Downing  had  castigated 
them  as  "mere  paddocks,"  Stuyvesant,  Madison,  and  Union 
squares,  Gramercy  and  St.  John's  parks  were  pleasant  oases  of 
green  in  the  gray  urban  grid.  After  the  1850's,  the  development  of 
mass  transportation — first  horse-drawn,  later  elevated  steam  rail- 
roads— meant  that  large  numbers  of  people  could  collect  in  Cen- 
tral Park  rather  than  distributing  themselves  into  a  variety  of  local 
grounds.  At  the  same  time,  the  escalation  of  real  estate  values 
made  the  reservation  of  land  from  the  development  process  in- 
creasingly expensive.  More  and  more,  the  only  land  to  be  by- 
passed in  the  onrushing  tide  of  urbanization  was  that  which  was 
topographically  unsuitable  for  building:  swamps  and  excessively 
steep  slopes.  It  was  often  these  rejected  scraps  of  land,  con- 
veniently labeled  parks,  that  Olmsted  was  given  to  design. 

He,  of  course,  would  have  preferred  a  less  commercial  and 
more  social  basis  for  the  selection  and  siting  of  parks.  In  a  speech 
of  1870,  "Parks  and  the  Enlargement  of  Towns,"  Olmsted  had  com- 
mented in  passing  on  the  desirability  of  having  "small  grounds  so 
distributed  through  a  large  town  that  some  one  of  them  could  be 
easily  reached  by  a  short  walk  from  every  house."  He  envisioned 
that  these  would  be  laid  out  in  conjunction  with  a  system  of  park- 
ways, forming  a  green  chain  in  the  residential  sector  of  the  city. 


Olmsted  had  another  reason  for  recommending  a  series  of 
small  parks:  to  prevent  encroachments  upon  his  large-scale  parks 
where  the  primary  motive  was  landscape  composition.  He  could 
hardly  have  anticipated  the  extent  to  which  the  concept  of  recrea- 
tion would  be  transformed  from  an  aesthetic  pastime  to  a  physical 
activity  in  the  twentieth  century.  He  would  be  shocked  to  see  how 
Central  Park  has  been  parceled  into  baseball  diamonds,  soccer 
fields,  tennis  courts,  bowling  greens,  croquet  lawns,  and  play- 
grounds. Perhaps,  had  Olmsted's  intentions  been  honored  and  nu- 
merous neighborhood  parks  and  playing  fields  been  built,  more  of 
Central  Park's  original  scenic  character  might  have  been  preserved. 

In  Brooklyn  in  the  1870's,  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  given  the 
opportunity  to  design  two  small  parks,  Fort  Greene  (also  known 
as  Washington  Park)  and  Tompkins  Park.  Fort  Greene,  on  the 
Brooklyn  Heights  with  a  commanding  view  of  New  York  harbor, 
had  been  hastily  built  during  the  War  of  1812.  The  site  of  the 
demolished  fort  had  been  set  aside  as  a  park,  partly  for  its  histori- 
cal association  and  partly  for  its  eminence,  which  made  it  imprac- 
tical to  develop.  A  tomb  containing  the  remains  of  some  of  the 
11,000  patriots  who  had  perished  because  of  barbarous  treatment 
on  British  prison  ships  during  the  Revolution  was  to  be  incorpo- 
rated in  the  design.  The  park  was  also  to  contain  a  meeting  ground 
where  large  assemblages  could  gather  to  hear  political  oratory,  an 
important  function  of  parks  in  the  pre-television  era. 

In  addition  to  its  public  function,  Fort  Greene  was  to  have 
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its  domestic  side,  serving  the  neighborhood  around  it.  In  keeping 
with  Olmsted's  notion  that  formality  suited  the  "gregarious"  parts 
of  a  park  and  informality  and  rusticity  the  "neighborly"  zones,  the 
designers  arranged  the  public  meeting  ground,  prison  martyrs' 
monument,  and  a  hilltop  area  for  military  exercises  axially;  the 
rest  of  the  park  was  laid  out  in  curvilinear  walks  bordered  by 
massed  trees  encircling  open,  grassy  spaces.  The  basic  lines  of  this 
scheme  are  still  intact;  however,  the  public  meeting  ground  is 
now  a  children's  playground  and  a  column  commemorating  the 
prison  martyrs,  an  addition  to  the  original  design  that  only  in- 
cluded the  crypt,  is  done  in  a  neoclassical  manner  that  is  foreign 
to  the  Olmsted-Vaux  style. 

Tompkins  Park  is  only  one-fourth  the  size  of  Fort  Greene 
Park,  and  there  the  designers  did  not  have  as  complicated  a  pro- 
gram to  fit  into  the  site.  It  was  clearly  too  small  to  attempt  even 
a  minimum  of  natural  landscape  effects,  as  at  Fort  Greene.  To 
create  a  bright  and  cheerful  residential  square,  the  designers 
decided  to  abandon  their  usual  formula  of  an  exterior  tree-shaded 
mall  around  the  park's  periphery  in  favor  of  turf  and  flowering 
shrubs.  Ordinarily  in  an  Olmsted  and  Vaux  design,  one  would 
glimpse  patches  of  sunlit  meadow  in  the  park  proper  through  the 
foliage  of  these  exterior  malls.  In  this  little  park,  it  would  be  the 
trees  that  would  occupy  the  central  territory — not  trees  irregularly 
massed,  but  a  formal  plantation  surrounded  at  first  by  turf  but 
later,  when  the  park  became  more  fully  utilized,  by  gravel,  as  in 
the  parks  of  France.  This  arrangement  satisfied  two  clienteles  of 
the  park:  the  homeowners  who  looked  out  upon  it  had  a  cheerful 
and  agreeable  gardenlike  view,  and  the  general  strolling  public 
could  be  accommodated  in  its  shady  interior. 

In  1873  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  commissioned  to  design 
Morningside  Park.  As  with  many  grounds  they  had  to  deal  with 
over  the  years,  Morningside  was  a  remnant  cut  out  of  the  urban 
fabric  and  discarded  from  the  development  process.  It  was  not  a 


swamp  like  the  Boston  Fenway  or  Jackson  Park  in  Chicago;  rather, 
it  was  a  precipitous  escarpment  of  Manhattan  schist  with  a  sheer 
rock  face  rising  about  one  hundred  feet  above  the  Harlem  plain. 
In  a  city  single-mindedly  dedicated  to  growing  a  la  grid,  this  obsta- 
cle obviously  could  not  be  traversed.  It  presented,  to  say  the  least, 
an  interesting  problem  in  the  art  of  landscape  design. 

After  registering  their  initial  complaint,  the  designers  as- 
sessed the  potential  of  the  site  for  some  kind  of  treatment  that 
would  not  duplicate  that  offered  by  its  neighbor,  Central  Park. 
The  brow  of  the  high  escarpment  was  the  vantage  point  for  a  fine 
view,  now  dimmed  by  air  pollution  and  urban  blight.  Then,  how- 
ever, according  to  Olmsted  and  Vaux,  you  could  gaze  eastward 
"far  out  across  a  wide  range  of  beautiful  country,  and  over  the 
waters  and  islands  of  the  river  and  sound,  the  eastern  sea-gate 
of  the  metropolis." 

A  series  of  balconies  along  the  upper  border  of  the  park  was 
proposed  as  viewing  platforms  giving  out  over  this  panorama.  In 
the  triangular  basin  formed  between  the  declivity  and  the  south- 
east corner  of  the  park,  the  designers  recommended  an  aquatic 
garden  of  subtropical  plants.  At  115th  Street,  where  a  break  in  the 
rock  face  occurs,  they  proposed  a  bold  architectural  feature,  an 
esplanade  and  exhibition  hall  with  staircases,  steps,  and  walks 
leading  down  from  the  balconied  terrace  along  Morningside  Drive 
and  up  from  Morningside  Avenue.  The  grounds  in  this  area  of  the 
park  were  to  be  treated  in  "an  urban  and  gardenesque  style"  with 
fountains,  flower  beds,  and  statuary.  North  of  this  area,  a  walk 
carved  into  the  base  of  the  ledge  was  "to  be  deeply  shaded  and  to 
have  a  wild,  picturesque  and  secluded  character."  At  120th  Street, 
it  would  open  onto  a  quiet  sunny  lawn.  The  very  craggy  northwest 
panhandle  of  the  park  was  to  be  an  alpine  rock  garden. 

This  first  plan  for  Morningside  was  shelved  for  fourteen 
years,  years  in  which  the  burgeoning  metropolis  sprouted  tentacles 
of  railroad  tracks  into  its  former  hinterland,  and  northern  Man- 
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hattan  became  dotted  with  little  groups  of  row  houses.  The  area 
wore  a  raw  frontier,  half-baked  air,  with  its  unpaved  streets  and 
clusters  of  homes  partially  filling  out  one  block  here,  another 
block  someplace  else. 

When  Olmsted  and  Vaux  were  recommissioned  as  designers 
of  Morningside  Park  in  1887,  they  felt  it  necessary  to  revise  their 
original  plan.  An  elevated  railroad  had  been  built  with  a  station  at 
116th  Street,  necessitating  a  new  approach  to  the  park  and  a  walk 
connecting  116th  Street  on  the  east  with  116th  Street  on  the  west. 
Rail  service  also  meant  the  park  should  have  the  capacity  to  ac- 
commodate larger  crowds  than  those  from  the  immediate  environs. 
The  terrace  bordering  Morningside  Drive  with  stairs  descending 
into  the  park  had  been  constructed  along  more  imposing  and  for- 
mal lines  than  those  envisioned  by  Olmsted  and  Vaux,  but  not  in 
such  a  manner  as  to  destroy  the  spirit  of  their  original  idea:  "the 
aggrandizing  of  the  view  downward  and  eastward  from  the  west 
side,  and  the  freshening,  gracing  and  enriching  of  the  view  upward 
and  westward  from  the  east  side." 

Paralleling  the  terraced  mall  with  its  eastward-facing  bal- 
conies they  recommended  a  walk  along  the  base  of  the  ledge. 
Here,  instead  of  a  sweeping  vista,  the  visitor  would  be  offered  "a 
sense  of  retirement  and  seclusion,  and  of  immediately  surround- 
ing sylvan  quietude."  The  suggested  planting  for  the  cliff-face 
beside  this  walk  was  thoroughly  romantic  in  character.  In  its  thin 
pockets  of  soil,   a  profusion  of  vines  and  creepers  were  to  be 


densely  planted,  which,  when  seen  from  the  walkway  below, 
would  appear  "fold  upon  fold  of  them  mingling  with  projections 
of  the  gray  ledge."  The  plan  also  called  for  a  rambling  ground  and 
"Restawhile"  pavilion  on  the  plateau  and  a  brightly  lighted  path 
across  the  park  at  116th  Street. 

In  1875  Olmsted  was  asked  to  advise  the  Department  of 
Public  Parks  on  the  laying  out  of  Riverside  Drive  and  Riverside 
Park.  He  insisted  that  the  two  be  treated  integrally,  that  the  imagi- 
nary line  dividing  them  be  erased.  In  1868  the  first  segment  of 
Riverside  Avenue,  as  it  was  then  called,  had  been  built,  a  sharply 
curving  thoroughfare  with  many  abrupt  changes  of  grade.  With 
his  usual  consideration  for  existing  topography,  Olmsted  replanned 
its  course  as  a  serpentine  thoroughfare  maintaining  gently  undu- 
lating grades.  Instead  of  massing  trees  within  the  long,  narrow 
park  strip  where  they  would  block  the  fine  view  of  the  Hudson 
River,  he  recommended  they  be  planted  among  the  lanes  of 
the  drive. 

Olmsted  proved  that  the  small  park  could  take  many  forms 
and  serve  a  variety  of  functions.  In  Riverside  it  was  long  and 
linear,  an  adjunct  to  the  drive;  Morningside  provided  a  scenic 
promenade  and  romantic  rambling  ground;  Tompkins  Park  was  a 
cheerful  and  refreshing  square;  Fort  Greene  was  a  place  for  public 
meetings  and  military  demonstrations.  Now,  a  hundred  years  after 
they  were  built,  these  parks  exist,  much  mutilated  and  poorly 
maintained,  but  still  testifying  to  Olmsted  and  Vaux's  artistry. 


Conclusion 


To  see  New  York's  parks  today  is  to  realize  the  extent  to  which 
Olmsted's  rus  in  urbe  ideal  has  been  distorted.  The  rambling 
ground  in  Morningside  Park  is  now  a  weed-choked  waste,  and  the 
alpine  garden  has  been  blanketed  over  by  a  school.  Only  a  vestige 
of  Tompkins  Park  in  Brooklyn  remains;  its  central  plantation  of 
trees  has  been  replaced  by  a  community  center.  Music  Island  in 
the  lake  in  Prospect  Park,  where  bands  used  to  play  on  summer 
evenings,  has  disappeared  beneath  a  popular  but  ugly  skating  rink. 

Central  Park,  like  an  overdecorated  Christmas  tree,  has  more 
than  its  share  of  tinsel  excrescences.  It  has  its  lakeside  skating 
rinks,  a  Walt  Disney-style  kiddie  barnyard,  metal  swings  and 
slides,  and  other  paraphernalia  of  play.  Where  sheep  once  grazed 
on  gleaming  grass  are  baseball  diamonds  of  bald  dirt.  Parking  lots 
have  put  a  pall  of  gray  asphalt  over  other  once-green  portions 
of  the  park. 

The  erosion  of  the  Olmsted-Vaux  heritage  over  the  years 
has  been  caused  by  a  variety  of  forces:  the  general  acceptance 
of  a  new  standard  of  beauty,  primarily  architectural  in  nature, 
after  the  Columbian  Exposition  of  1893;  the  growing  popularity  of 
sports  and  the  increasingly  physical  character  of  recreation;  the 
vulnerability  of  parks  to  encroachments  by  donors  of  memorial 
gifts  and  by  public  agencies  and  institutions  wishing  to  expand 
their  facilities;  and  the  increasing  debasement  of  maintenance 
standards  and  the  attrition  of  maintenance  personnel. 

Even  in  Olmsted's  lifetime  these  forces  were  at  work.  As 


early  as  1866  Richard  Morris  Hunt  designed  a  series  of  gates  for 
the  entrances  to  Central  Park.  Like  Hunt's  1902  design  for  the 
Metropolitan  Museum,  whose  neoclassical  halls  eclipsed  Vaux's 
original  modest  Victorian  structure,  the  gates  were  entirely  foreign 
to  the  spirit  of  rurality  in  the  park.  Olmsted  and  Vaux  successfully 
fended  off  these  unnecessary  elaborations  of  their  original  scheme. 
A  generation  later,  however,  the  proponents  of  urban  archi- 
tectural grandeur,  bolstered  by  the  public  appetite  for  neoclas- 
sicism  that  had  been  whetted  by  the  "White  City"  that  had  risen 
on  the  shores  of  Lake  Michigan  in  1893,  triumphed  in  Prospect 
Park.  This  time  their  standard  bearer  was  Stanford  White,  whose 
firm  of  McKim,  Mead  and  White  was  commissioned  to  prepare  a 
plan  for  embellishing  the  entrances  to  the  park.  Olmsted  had  tact- 
fully compromised  his  own  artistic  principles  to  achieve  a  stylistic 
harmony  with  the  Beaux  Arts  motive  of  the  Columbian  Exposition. 
Now,  appalled  that  the  ruling  motive  of  Prospect  Park — rural 
scenery — could  so  completely  be  set  aside,  and  aware  that  a  battle 
of  styles  was  at  hand,  he  wrote  to  a  friend  in  1895: 

Now  I  want  you  to  take  my  assurance  that  there  is  a  strenu- 
ous fight  coming  on  between  those  of  our  side  and  those  who 
are  disposed  to  revise  every  body  of  public  land  that  has 
been  laid  out  regardfully  of  natural  beauty  with  the  object  of 
transforming  it  as  far  as  possible  into  a  field  of  architectural 
beauty.  .  .  .  Stanford  White  has  been  and  is  trying  to  estab- 
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lish  the  rule  of  motives  that  are  at  war  with  those  that 
ruled  in  the  original  laying  out  of  Brooklyn  Park.  He  dis- 
tinctly hates  these  older  motives.  He  would  at  least,  now  that 
so  much  has  been  established  in  the  spirit  of  the  original 
design,  make  the  Park  an  incongruous  hybrid  between  that 
which  was  aimed  at  in  this  design  and  that  which  would  be 
aimed  at  in  such  a  design  as  a  French  architect  would  have 
made  early  in  the  century,  introducing  sentimental  passages 
of  "Nature,"  like  that  attempted  at  Petit  Trianon,  but  making 
them  secondary,  and  as  interludes  of  efforts  approaching  the 
ruling  Versailles  character. 

Olmsted  stressed  that  it  was  not  the  architectural  treatment 
of  parks  per  se  that  he  was  against,  but  the  incongruity  of  grafting 
grandiose  architectural  features  on  to  a  park  whose  primary  aim 
was  to  provide  relief  from  architecture. 

What  I  am  fighting  is  a  weak,  fragmentary  and  vacillating 
compromise  between  the  two  leading  general  motives.  Such 
artificial  elements  as  are  necessary  to  convenience  of  public 
use  in  a  park  I  believe  in  making,  and  sometimes  I  think  it 
best  to  display  and  aggrandize  the  display  of  them.  But  I 
would  make  them  distinctly  as  means  for  the  better  enjoy- 
ment of  natural  scenery  where  I  well  could. 

As  Henry  Hope  Reed  and  Sophia  Duckworth  have  pointed 
out  in  their  book  Central  Park:  A  History  and  a  Guide,  "equip- 
ment recreation,"  spurred  by  such  reformers  as  Jacob  Riis  in  New 
York  and  fane  Addams  in  Chicago,  became  an  important  feature 
of  parks  around  the  turn  of  the  century.  Twenty-seven  play- 
grounds have  now  nibbled  bites  out  of  Central  Park  instead  of 
being  inserted  into  vest-pocket  lots  scattered  through  the  sur- 
rounding community.  The  lower  perimeter  of  Morningside  Park 


is  lined  with  a  series  of  chain-link  enclosures,  recreational  cages 
for  the  human  animal. 

Private  philanthropy  of  dubious  taste  has  studded  the 
"Greensward"  with  bits  of  bronze.  Olmsted  and  Vaux  felt  that 
statuary  was  an  appropriate  addition  to  the  Mall;  they  would  be 
displeased  to  see  the  host  of  heroic  dead  and  fairy-tale  favorites 
all  over  the  southern  half  (the  more  publicly  conspicuous  half]  of 
Central  Park. 

Even  more  destructive  of  the  designers'  intended  rurality  is 
the  encroachment  by  buildings  on  their  parks.  In  Prospect  Park, 
while  neoclassicism  was  in  the  saddle,  in  addition  to  the  grandiose 
entrances,  the  Peristyle  was  added  by  McKim,  Mead  and  White; 
and  the  Boathouse,  Tennis  House,  and  Willink  Entrance  Comfort 
Station  by  the  firm  of  Helmle,  Huberty  and  Hurdswell.  Later  con- 
structions have  further  marred  that  park's  original  scenic  composi- 
tion without  even  having  the  distinction  of  being  architecturally 
interesting.  The  encroachments  upon  Central  Park  have,  with  the 
exception  of  the  Metropolitan  Museum,  been  less  monumental  in 
scale  than  those  in  Prospect  Park,  but  nevertheless  a  greater 
detraction.  That  Central  Park  has  not  long  since  succumbed  and 
been  completely  built  over  or,  as  the  current  fashion  would  have 
it,  built  under  (an  underground  parking  garage,  police  stables,  and 
fire  communications  center  figure  among  recent  proposals  for  the 
use  of  those  valuable  vacant  acres)  is  due  in  large  measure  to  the 
stewardship  role  of  such  self-appointed  guardian  groups  as  the 
Parks  Council  and  the  Friends  of  Central  Park. 

Perhaps  the  most  lamentable  aspect  of  New  York's  parks 
today  is  their  degenerate  maintenance.  Olmsted  once  wrote  a 
parable  on  this  point. 

A  man  may  buy  and  fit  up  a  costly  house,  but  if,  after  he  has 
done  so,  he  finds  coal  and  ashes  scattered  over  his  carpets,  if 
decorated  ceilings  are  stained  and  marred,  if  pictures  are 
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defaced,  if  books  and  dishes  are  piled  on  his  chairs,  windows 
and  doors  kept  open  during  storms,  beds  used  as  tables  and 
tables  as  beds,  and  so  on,  all  that  he  has  obtained  for  his 
expenditure  will  be  of  little  value  to  him  for  the  time  being, 
and  the  possibility  of  its  ever  again  being  made  of  much 
value  will  lessen  with  every  day  that  such  misuse  is  suffered, 
through  inefficiency  of  housekeeping,  to  prevail. 

He  would  be  shocked  to  know  that,  in  spite  of  twentieth-century 
affluence,  the  City  of  New  York  can  no  longer  afford  to  repair 
park  benches  and  drinking  fountains,  mend  broken  pavements, 
plant  grass,  prevent  lakes  from  silting  up  with  debris. 

It  is,  no  doubt,  foolishly  sentimental  to  wish  that  anything 
so  public  as  a  park  should,  like  a  fine  painting  or  sculpture,  be 
held  inviolate  to  change  over  a  long  period  of  time.  It  would  be 
wrong  to  regard  Central  Park  simply  as  a  stage  set,  an  artful 
arrangement  of  scenery  for  passive  viewing;  it  is  also  a  stage,  an 
activity  arena  where  people  must  be  given  an  opportunity  for 
self-expression.  The  twentieth-century  concept  of  what  consti- 
tutes recreation  is  necessarily  different  from  the  nineteenth.  Cer- 
tainly it  is  a  more  physical  concept;  we  are  a  sports  culture,  and 


given  the  dearth  of  baseball  diamonds,  soccer  fields,  and  tennis 
courts  around  the  city,  it  is  inevitable  and  probably  right  that 
people  should  use  the  park's  lawns  and  meadows  for  these  activi- 
ties. Still,  when  one  walks  through  the  Ramble,  that  yet-green 
woodland  haven  of  birds  and  other  small  forest  creatures,  one 
wishes  that  the  rest  of  the  park  could  be  more  like  it  once  was. 
Here  in  the  heart  of  the  city,  rugged,  wild,  picturesque,  and  more 
or  less  intact,  is  one  passage  of  Olmsted  and  Vaux's  "Greensward" 
symphony  of  rural  scenery. 

Parks  should  be  places  where  people  can  gather  and  play, 
places  where  spontaneous,  impromptu  social  experiences  can 
occur.  But  parks  must  serve  another  need  as  well:  even,  or  espe- 
cially, in  the  machine  age  it  is  important  in  some  way  perhaps 
immeasurable  by  the  sciences  of  biology  and  psychology,  but 
nonetheless  real,  for  man  to  confirm  with  his  senses  that  he  lives 
in  a  world  of  seasonal  rhythms — of  vernal  buds,  falling  leaves, 
drifting  snow.  Olmsted  knew  this.  His  parks  are  more  than  charm- 
ing exercises  in  a  quaint,  outmoded  style  known  as  the  pic- 
turesque. They  are  still,  perhaps  more  than  ever,  a  therapeutic, 
life-enhancing  force,  and  for  this  reason  they  should  be  allowed 
to  endure. 
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Frederick  Law  Olmsted:  Blew  York's  First  Master  Planner 


Over  a  thirty-five-year  period  of  involvement  with  the  city, 
Frederick  Law  Olmsted  was  the  closest  thing  to  a  master  planner 
New  York  ever  had,  from  the  design  of  Central  Park  in  1858  with 
Calvert  Vaux,  to  the  report  on  Columbia  University's  campus  de- 
sign with  Professor  William  Ware  in  1893.  During  this  time 
Olmsted  evolved  his  theories  on  environment  in  consequence  of 
the  great  national  population  shifts  from  rural  to  urban  areas  and 
the  enormous  growth  of  industrialization.  He  was  to  see  and  write 
about  the  process  of  population  concentration  in  urban  centers, 
the  lack  of  intelligent  planning  to  meet  this  urban  growth,  the  con- 
fused mixture  in  cities  of  mercantilism,  communications,  and  land 
use,  the  consequent  abandonment  of  cities  for  the  suburbs  by 
those  who  could  afford  to  do  so,  and  the  deterioration  of  the  urban 
core  into  crowded  slums. 

The  plans  he  envisioned  for  the  entire  region,  suggested  in 
reports  to  the  Brooklyn  park  commissioners  in  1868,  began  with  a 
comprehensive  street  and  parkway  system  for  Brooklyn  that 
extended  to  the  East  River  shore,  bridged  the  river,  and  connected 
with  a  broad  avenue  leading  to  Central  Park  and  the  parks  beyond 
it.  This  open  space-broad  boulevard  network  was  to  extend  from 
the  wide  Atlantic  beaches  of  Brooklyn  to  the  Hudson  Valley  with 
its  Palisade  background.  While  Olmsted  could  do  no  comprehen- 
sive work  of  this  sort  apart  from  his  parks  and  parkways,  the 
results  in  Brooklyn  show  the  nucleus  of  such  a  system,  with  Pros- 
pect Park  at  its  center  and  Ocean  and  Eastern  parkways  reaching 
out  from  it,  to  be  connected  with  the  Coney  Island  shore  in  one 


direction  and  the  Queens  park  system  in  the  other  and  to  the  more 
elaborate  communications  systems  of  the  future.  Olmsted's  thought 
was  that  these  parkways  were  to  be  used  as  access  to  the  city's 
business  centers  from  the  "spacious  and  healthful"  residential 
areas  to  be  built  up  alongside  them. 

His  later  1877  report  on  the  23rd  and  24th  wards  in  the  Bronx 
also  emphasized  the  need  for  generously  spaced  suburban-type 
housing,  following  the  structure  of  the  hilly,  rolling  land  in  these 
areas,  avoiding  the  imposition  of  the  grid  plan  as  was  later  done, 
unfortunately,  wherever  possible.  Whether  designs  of  parks,  park- 
ways, urban  or  suburban  entities,  Olmsted  conceived  of  them  as 
facets  of  his  comprehensive  metropolitan  ideal,  aspects  of  which 
he  was  able  to  demonstrate  more  fully  in  other  parts  of  the  United 
States.  Boston,  for  example,  has  this  nation's  first  metropolitan- 
scale  park  and  parkway  system — Olmsted's  gift  to  that  city  of  an 
"emerald  necklace"  of  open  space,  an  urban  treasure  of  incom- 
parable value — while  his  ideas  for  the  Bronx  are  embodied  in  his 
designs  for  beautiful  suburbs  like  Baltimore's  Roland  Park  or 
Chicago's  Riverside. 

Olmsted  built  and  planned  for  New  York  City  and  for  each 
of  its  boroughs;  from  a  recreational  area  in  Queens  to  what  must 
have  been  perhaps  one  of  the  most  comprehensive  ecological- 
environmental  presentations  (for  Staten  Island)  in  the  history  of 
these  things,  by  the  man  who,  when  counted  as  the  philosophic 
father  of  our  state  and  national  park  systems,  is  probably  respon- 
sible for  the  betterment  and  preservation  of  more  of  the  earth's 
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1.  New  York  City  in  1897,  the  metropolis  fi- 
nally consolidated  by  the  combination  of 
the  cities  of  New  York  and  Brooklyn,  plus 
the  counties  of  Queens,  Staten  Island,  and 
the  Bronx,  the  latter  annexed  from  West- 
chester. 
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surface  than  anyone  else.  And  this  he  accomplished  not  by  auto- 
cratic or  imperial  fiat  but  by  thousands  of  workaday  presentations, 
plans,  and  reports  given  to  officials,  bureaucrats,  politicians,  and 
all  manner  of  men  in  a  democratic  society. 

Because  of  his  prominence  in  the  New  York  scene,  Olmsted 
once  even  found  himself  a  candidate  for  Vice-President  of  the 
United  States  in  1872  on  the  Independent  Liberal  Republican 
Party  ticket  together  with  William  S.  Groesbeck  of  Cincinnati. 
The  New  York  Times  report  of  June  22  on  the  convention  held  the 
day  before  at  the  Fifth  Avenue  Hotel  was  tentative  in  its  evalu- 
ation: ".  .  .  candidate  for  Vice  President,  Mr.  Frederick  Law  Olm- 


sted of  the  city  [is]  a  gentleman  of  high  character  whose  prom- 
inent connection  with  national  politics  is  so  recent  that  we  abstain 
from  the  endeavor  to  account  for  his  nomination."  Unwilling,  but 
drafted  because  of  his  non-political  (and  therefore  attractive) 
stature,  Olmsted  was  protesting  the  choice  of  Horace  Greeley  as 
the  principal  candidate  to  oppose  the  incumbent  Ulysses  S.  Grant; 
the  same  Horace  Greeley  who  was  counted  among  the  illustrious 
New  Yorkers  who  signed  one  of  the  petitions  fifteen  years  earlier 
that  recommended  Olmsted  for  the  job  of  superintendent  of  Cen- 
tral Park,  the  beginning  of  one  of  the  most  remarkable  careers  in 
all  of  American  history. 
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2.  Frederick  Law  Olmsted  in  the  mid-1890's. 


a£tfr 


:  -'J-" 


A- 


*«** 


«     -  «^v 


V  | 

9k         *•- 


-J: 


&•  %  *    ■ 


«VW>% 


*  *. 


Central  Park      59 


3.  An  overview  of  the  Central  Park  site  in 
1862,  one  of  the  earliest  photographs  after 
construction  began. 

4.  A  winter  scene  of  the  pond  north  of  59th 
Street  in  1847,  showing  the  desolate  nature 
of  the  area  destined  to  become  Central 
Park.  Gouache  by  R.  Gignoux. 

5.  Squatters'  shacks  on  park  land,  typical  of 
colonies  of  this  sort  scattered  over  the  site. 
Photo  taken  in  1862. 


Authorization  of  a  site  for  New  York's  first  large  public  park  from  the 
State  Legislature  came  in  1853  after  agitation  by  many  important  New 
Yorkers,  who  held  up  European  examples  to  emphasize  the  cultural 
void  in  an  important  and  fast-growing  metropolis.  Apart  from  its  sullen 
population  in  makeshift  shanties,  the  site  with  its  fields  and  rocky 
hillocks  was  hardly  prepossessing.  Clearing  and  preparing  the  area 
called  for  supervision  by  a  capable  man. 
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6.  Olmsted's  letter  to  the  commissioners   of 
Central  Park. 

7.  Frederick  Law  Olmsted  in  about  the  mid- 
1860's. 
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8.  Competition  announcement  in  the  New 
York  Herald,  October  30,  1857:  Plans  for 
the  Central  Park. 

9.  One  of  a  pair  of  photographs  of  the  site  of 
Central  Park  looking  south  from  110th 
Street,  probably  taken  in  the  late  1850's. 

10.  Another  view  of  the  site  at  the  same  time 
by  photographer  G.  Rockwood. 
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Beginning  with  Central  Park  in  1857  and  con- 
tinuing for  the  next  three  decades,  Olmsted  and 
Vaux  worked  on  a  full  range  of  environmental 
projects  that  included  urban  and  national 
parks,  residential  developments,  and  public  and 
private  landscape  designs.  Their  collaboration, 
while  intermittent,  was  cordial,  Olmsted  al- 
ways making  certain  during  his  lifetime  that 
Vaux's  brilliance  as  an  architect-designer- 
planner  was  recognized  and  credited. 
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11.  Calvert  Vaux,  1868. 

12.  Frederick  Law  Olmsted,  c.  1860. 
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13a.  Humphrey   Repton's   sketch   of  "Wembly. 

before  improvements." 
13b.  "Wembly,  after  improvements,"  Repton's 

landscape  design,  1794. 
14a.  Country  roadway,  before. 
14b.  Country  roadway,  after. 
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13a.  Humphrey   Repton's  sketch   of  "Wembly, 

before  improvements." 
13b.  "Wembly,  after  improvements,"  Repton's 

landscape  design,  1794. 
14a.  Country  roadway,  before. 
14b.  Country  roadway,  after. 
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Before  and  after  scenes  by  Humphrey  Repton,  one  of  the  greatest 
English  landscape  designers.  Olmsted  was  tremendously  affected 
by  English  pastoral  landscapes,  which  became  the  basis  for  many 
of  the  vistas  in  his  American  urban  park  designs.  He  used  the 
same  before  and  after  illustration  technique  in  his  "Greensward" 
competition   entry   with   Calvert  Vaux. 
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21.  Greensward  Presentation  Sketch  No.  1,  the 
lake,  before  and  after. 

22.  Greensward  Presentation  Sketch  No.  11, 
the  garden  arcade  building  and  flower 
garden  plan. 

23.  Greensward  Presentation  Sketch  No.  9,  be- 
fore and  after,  panorama  and  viewing 
tower. 
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A  group  selected  from  the  series  of  presentation  sketches 
accompanying  the  Greensward  Plan  drawing  by  Olmsted  and 
Vaux,  delivered  to  the  park  commissioners  in  1858.  They  won 
the  competition  and  the  $2,000  prize. 
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24.  The  Promenade,  looking  south  toward  the 
Arsenal,  1858. 

25.  Geological  profiles  of  the  long  axis.  Olm- 
sted and  Vaux  carefully  considered  the 
site  topography  within  which  they  created 
their  own  rational  earth  sculpture. 
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26.  The  Promenade  (Mall)  under  construction. 
1858.  Ten  million  horsecart  loads  of  earth 
were  transported  into  and  out  of  the  park 
during  its  construction. 

27.  Geological  profile  of  the  short  axis. 
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SECTION  OF  CKXTRAI,  PAHK  FROM  5!-  to  8*  ATKXI'E. 
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Central  Park  was  the  scene  of  civil  engi- 
neering on  a  grand  scale  during  its  con- 
struction. Olmsted  writes  of  supervising 
almost  4,000  men  at  work  at  one  time. 
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28.  Construction  of  the  water  system  for 
draining  and  filling  the  lake.  Photo  taken 
in  1862. 

29.  Excavation  and  construction  in  the  park  as 
seen  looking  northwest  from  the  corner  of 
Fifth  Avenue  and  58th  Street.  Photo  taken 
about  1860. 

30.  The  new  large  central  reservoir  under  con- 
struction in  1862,  around  which  Olmsted 
and  Vaux  made  their  design. 
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SECTIONS  of  RETAINING    WALLS 
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TRANSVERSE      ROADS. 
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Where  the  ground  rlerlines  in  ivaras  ,u  th>- 
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31.  Tunnel  carved  out  through  Vista  Rock  for 
Transverse  Road  No.  2  at  79th  Street. 

32.  Bridge  "E"  over  Transverse  Road  No.  2. 

33.  Transverse  Road  retaining  walls  section. 


32 


Necessary  and  noisy  cross-traffic  carried  on  the 
transverse  roadways  is  screened  by  trees  and 
plantings  from  the  park  proper.  Olmsted's  four 
separate  circulation  systems— no  less  sophisti- 
cated for  its  time  than  Le  Corbusier's  seven 
levels  of  circulation — have  been  functioning 
successfully  for  about  110  years. 


33     • 


7     : 


80      Frederick  Law  Olmsted's  New  York 

__kl  J*L_ 


: 


V  I  I  i    '_-  A    V     E    N     u      E 


AVENUE 


~\ 


w» 


* 


^>J 


IT 


-^M     i      ^,^-yr- 

,o     -    b^                          \k„ . 

M 

■ 

4 

•— ■    . 

"n<* 

a 

"~~ 

IX 

H 

*    i«r 

i 

1. 

34 

Olmsted  and  Vaux  designed  still  another  circu- 
lation system,  below  ground  and  more  exten- 
sive than  that  for  traffic.  It  was  partly  based  on 
Olmsted's  agricultural  experience  and  on  park 
maintenance  information  he  acquired  in  England. 
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34.  Diagram  of  the  drainage  system  of  the 
lower  portion  of  the  park  as  of  December, 
1858.  The  black  line  network  indicates 
underground  channels. 

35.  Drainage  method  for  pathway. 

36.  Depositing  chambers  and  filter,  west  side 
of  lake.  The  chambers  must  be  emptied 
periodically  of  the  debris  carried  into  them 
by  the  channels  that  drain  off  rainwater. 
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37,  38,  39,  40.  Designs  for  drinking  fountains  in 
the  parks.  Note  Olmsted's  approval  on  the 
sketch  for  the  Union  Square  fountain. 
41.  "The  Water  Fountain,"  Central  Park.  Photo 
taken  in  the  1880's. 


38 


39 


Central  Park      83 


40 
JIE.VT  OF  PUBLIC    PAKKS.  K  V 


I'lUllMtNHtV     *Tlll>V     m    NtW    OEBiCN 


klk    **./■ 


CLCVATIOft 


SECTION  y   r«/,;„,:_ 


During  their  tenure  in  charge  of  construction  of  the  park,  Olm- 
sted and  Vaux  designed  and  supervised  the  construction  of 
structures,  furniture,  and  fittings  for  Central  Park  as  well  as 
other  New  York  City  parks.  The  architect  Jacob  Wrey  Mould 
collaborated  with  Calvert  Vaux  and  Olmsted  in  many  of  the 
structures,  bridges,  terraces,  arches,  stairways,  fountains, 
benches,  masonry  work,  fences,  gates,  lamp  posts,  mosaic 
designs,  and  innumerable  details  of  every  description  that 
needed  to  be  drawn  for  fabrication. 
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42,   43,   44,   45,   46,   47.  Designs    for    lamps    and 
park  furniture. 
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48.  View  of  Greensward  just  before  the  Trefoil 
Arch,  the  area  just  northeast  of  the 
Esplanade  (later  the  Bethesda  Fountain 
area).  The  park  was  just  coming  into  being 
as  this  photo  was  taken,  about  1860. 

49.  "View  of  the  Lake  and  Terrace  Looking 
South,"  one  of  a  set  of  twelve  lithographs 
of  the  Park  by  G.  W.  Fasel  in  1862. 
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50.  "View  of  the  Lake  Looking  West,"   litho- 
graph by  G.  W.  Fasel. 
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51.  Map  of  Central  Park,  1873. 
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52.  A  view  of  the  Esplanade  in  about  1860. 
The  trees  in  the  foreground  had  just  been 
planted,  and  the  photograph  shows  nature 
only  just  beginning  to  fill  in  the  forms  out- 
lined by  Olmsted  and  Vaux. 
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53.  "Central   Park,   New   York — Music   on   the 
Lake,"  Harper's  Weekly,  October  14,  1865. 

54.  Study  for  a  floating  music  pavilion  in  the 
ake  at  the  Esplanade. 

55.  Central    Park    sheet    music    published    by 
H.  B.  Dodworth,  New  York,  1863. 
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56.  "View  of  Terrace  and  Lake,  Central  Park, 
New  York,"  Appleton's  Journal,  June  18, 
1870. 

57.  Letter  to  Olmsted  from  Andrew  Haswell 
Green. 

58.  "The  Hamburg  Swans,"  Harper's  Weekly, 
July  27,  1857. 


Central  Park  achieved  immense  popularity  in  no  time  at  all.  By  far  the 
most  attractive  place  in  all  of  New  York,  it  became  the  subject  of  fre- 
quent reports  in  the  journals  of  the  day,  the  setting  for  novels,  short 
stories,  and  moral  essays,  the  site  for  celebrations,  parades,  picnics, 
games,  festivals,  riding,  boating,  promenading,  and  romance.  It  filled  a 
heretofore  enormous  void  the  city  never  knew  it  had.  It  emptied  the 
grog  shops  on  Sundays  and  was  the  object  of  treasured  gifts  by  the 
city's  young  and  old;  the  Park  Reports  of  1865  listed  a  variety  of  gifts 
to  the  menagerie:  May  25,  One  Opposum  [D]*  presented  by  a  Lady; 
June  7,  One  Gray  Squirrel,  presented  by  Master  Alonzo  Dayton;  Seven 
White  Mice,  presented  by  Master  L>.  M.  Hagadorn;  and  so  forth.   *Dead. 
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59.  "Winter  in  Central  Park,"  Harper's  Weekly, 
January  30,  1864. 

60.  "Sleighing     in     Central     Park,"     Harper's 
Weekly,  February  27,  1886. 
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61.  "Central  Park— The  Dangers  that  Threaten 
It,"  Harper's  Weekly,  October  11,  1879. 

62.  "The  Fair  in  Central  Park— The  First  Time 
General  Grant  Could  Not  Face  the  En- 
emy," Harper's  Weekly,  March  19,  1881. 

63.  "The  People's  Pleasure  Ground  Appropri- 
ated. How  to  Create  the  Opposition  of 
Every  Man,  Woman,  and  Child,  Rich  or 
Poor,"  Harper's  Weekly,  December  11, 
1880. 
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Thomas  Nast,  illustrating  in  Harper's,  covers  a  successful 
protest  against  an  incursion  attempt  into  the  park  by  a 
"World's  Fair."  Other  attempts  did  and  do  succeed  however, 
against  this  "empty"  land,  productive  of  nothing,  except 
the  regeneration  of  the  human  mind  and  spirit. 
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64,  65,  66.  Photographer  J.  S.  Johnston  captures 
a  variety  of  moods  in  Central  Park  in 
1894.  The  Mall  with  its  lush  canopy,  the 
Bethesda  Fountain  and  pathway  leading  to 
the  Trefoil  Arch,  and  the  Gondola. 
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67,  68,  69,  70.  Stereoscopic  Views  in  the 
People's  Pleasure  Ground. 
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71.  "Dove  Cot,"  1862. 

72.  "Evergreen  Walk  East  of  Ramble,"  1862. 

73.  "Bird  Cage  on  Mall,"  1860. 

74.  A  rustic  arbor  of  the  1880's. 
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RULES     4\I>    CONDITIONS 


THE    CENTRAL    PARK    KEEPERS. 

.  No  keeper,  hnvini!  In-en  inatructcil  to  occupy  a  i>o*t  or  Vat,  ahnll  Icnvo  the  puiimi'  until  In'  i*  regularly  irl'wvcd 
bv  another  kec|icr.  except  by  apcciiil  ordcra  from  n  aii|icrior  rifficcr,  or  except  ii  in  clcnrly  nwiwwry,  iiml  only  fur 
no  long  a  l iuit-  a-  may  Ik'  neccaaary,  in  order  to  wrnv  iui  ofte-ndcr. 

No  keeper  -hull  bring,  receive  or  ilrink  anient  nniritn  when  on  tliu  l'urk,  ami  no  kcc|*?r  ahull  frequent  tavern* 
or  tiikpliti^liouw**,  or  licconic  intoxicated  when  on"  tlio  I'nrk.. 

No  kw|KT  ahull  illtcidiotmuy  or  knowingly  acrccn,  nor,  union  prevented  by  -|.«-.  ml  or  more  important  duty, 
neglect  to  apprehend,  or  report  iniv  offender",  of  whom  ho  mav  have  knowledge,  ugaillat  the  lawn,  or  again*!  tlio 
ordinance*  of  l lie  llo.inl  of  I'ommiaaifiiicr*  of  Hie  Central  l'urk,  or  ■■■ruiii-t  the  rule*  for  tlnr  government  of  tho«e 
eni|iloveil  in  the  cnnatriictinn  of  the  I'urk,  nml  no  mini  ahull  roneenl  or  attempt  to  conceal  any  neglect  of  July  or 
ili«ilH'ilieiiee  of  onlem  or  ridca,  either  by  hiinaclf  or  by  any  other  keeper  or  officer  of  the  l'urk. 

Any  keeper  wIhi  iln.ll  act  in  diereiferil  of  ll.o  aim*.  uroliiiiilinM  »hell  at  the  •rot  of  tho  ro.lf-lay  on  arliieh  tit*  art  of  .linrojrenl  neenrrod  oeaae 
to  exrrclM  llm  ihllie*,  lo  .<on|.y  lite  <tHlo.ii  and  to  wear  ll.o  uniform  ..f  n   keeupr  of  ll.o  t  'antral   l'urk  :  anil  if  he  eartinae  hi  occupy  •nch  ■tation, 

woar  eurl.  nmfonn,  ami  perroni!  Midi  .Into-,  l,u  -hall  not  I lilli-l  t..  pay  for  tlio  -ame,  awl  anv  .  lane  ho  ahall  make  for  remumranon  lor  aorvicee 

M  a  ktv|.or  of  the  Park  from  tlio  dale  of  hi.  neolevl  of  tin,**  prolnhitiona  'ahall  be  doomed  fraudulent ;  pro,  ided,  however  tl.nl  if  liv  ahall  faith- 
fullr,  in.ly  and  liom»tijr  write,  nith.ail  uiiueooaaaj*/ delay,  hi  the  HuprriiilarMlant  of  the  Park,  atatillpt  Hilly  Ilia  cirwro-lanee*  antler  which  -ncli 
invWl  of  .Inly  arnrurreil,  anil  ll.o  rvaaona  for  it, mnf  the  Stiuvfintemlenl  ahall  ate  ft  Uicroiifon  to  order  liita  again  on  duty  a*  •  tw|*r  of  tlio  l'erk, 
ho  -l.all  tlwreaftor  egam  tie  entitled  to  pay. 

I'llle**  nthcrwiac  *|M-cinllv  required,  eneh  llinn  when  on  ajutrol  ilnlv  nhall  prcacrve  himaelf  mill  Ilia  garment* 
clean  nml  mill,  mill  in  ucfonhuiee  with  (lie  apecinl  order*  a*  lo  unifonii  nml  drew;  he  -Imll  lie  acrioualy  attentive 
to  hi-  duty,  nml  not  place  uimaclf  in  n  juaiition  where  vigilance  nml  watchfidnc**  nre  impractilde,  but  ahull  enrry 


himaelf  ereet,  iieeonlinj;  to  the  inatrttetioiw  recoiveil  »t  ilrill,  nml  nmreh  nt  u  tiniek  -tip  from  one  jmrt  of  hia  bent 
to  another,  except  when  it  i*  iieee-wury  to  move  alttwly  or  to  kalt  entirely  for  the  ill  well  n  tinn  rei|iineil  in  hi-  ilnty, 
or  for  the  tleteelioti  or  apprehen-ion  of  otTenilera,     ll'e  -hall  nut  couvomc  witli  tboac  employ-oil  mi  the  Turk  unlna 
rilv  atfioiily  no  fnc  tin  i-  nicaaanrv  with  reoaj-il  to  their /lutv  or  hi*  own  iluty.      lie  aluill  u*»«  eonrer«e  with 

in 

at  a 
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neee*Hanlv  aiaionly  no  tnc  an  in  nectAnnre  with  n-oaj-il  to  their /lutv  or  Inn  own  duty,  lie  nliiill  uut  eonrer«c  wi 
vrAltore  tmloitS^lrat  adilrvnwe-il  Iry  Ihein,  and  nnlyfb*  tttf  purwkaol*  friviug  audi  iniorniatiiin  an  they  may  reau 
wifli  ii'L'anl  to  the  l'urk.  He  -hall  not  ntnnd-Ht  one  point  oran  6ne  part  of  hia  lint  more  tliuu  rive  minntea  nt 
time  in  eohve million  with  miy  vinitoror  party  of  riaitorH.  He_luiU  uae  nn  profane  lantrnaxe,  ur  luir-li,  exnaperati 
or  niincccnntiry  ili-renja-iiful  laneuuv'.-  in  the  execution  of^uly,  but  nlmll  nn  far  nn  pon-ilile  prenerve  a  qui 
rem-rveil  anil  vigilant  milliner.  When  he  neea  ocennion  to  rani  inatrilct  or  order  nny  |K-r»onn  on  the  rnrL. 
-h  ,11  do  no,  an  far  im  iioaaible,  killllly  and  reniH-eifitlly.  ' 


ttlen  and   cuntoma  of  nuliordiliution  nnd 
I  the  mime. 


|ieeltully. 

.lu    nil    other   renpectn.   he    abnlT  oboerve    nml    lie    ([nvei  nml    by  the 
tliwipline  ununl  in  military  orj-ani/jitioiw  n„  f,,r  nn  be  ahull  he  inntructcd 

Scrircuntn  on  duly  arc  forbitlllell  lo  npenk  lo  or  with  the  men,  except  on  matter*  of  their  duly.      Men  on  duty 
nre  forbitlllell  to  npeak  to  scrgeuilt*  or  other  men.  except  on  mutter*  of  their  duly. 

Me i  dul\   intending  lo  llddrea*  a  aergeunt,  an  officer,  or   another   mall   on   tlutv,  will  lirat    nnluto  him  by 

minium'  n  hand  to  the  front  of  the  cap  without  hemline;  the  neck  or  body  Thi-  formality  in  intended  an  a  check 
upon  intctTinirnc  Which  might  olhcrwinc   had   to   neglect  of  ditty.      It  in' in  nil  cane-   to  be   returneil,  mill   neglect 

to  return  the  anllltc  i.  to  be  i -ideied   not    only  a   pemonnl  ullront    hut    a   dinrcguril  of  the  InibiU  of  diaeiplinb 

rci|nireil  by  the  Itoartl,  ami  in  to  he  icpotieil  in  a  n|M-eial  n  port  to  the  Sii|Kiinlenilenl. 

A  -ergeant  or  till   acting  aergemit   m  to  be  conainlttly  at  the  ohicc  on  office  duty       The  duly  of  thc'olfice- 
rgcnnl,  bl-nidcn  that  of  drilling  the  men,  an  may  be  n|uciallv  ordered,  ami  iK'nidcn  bin  general  lltlltea  u  mrgennt, 

i  ret'eive  and  reeonl  e plaint-,  to  record  arrcntn,  in  give   information   to   nny  calling  for  it,  to  prevent 

|nmunn  witl I    linninenn    fr reumiiiitlg    at    the    atntioll,  to   prevent   nny  one    but    kce|icr*,  the  houae*kee|ier  or 

door-men  ami  ittticera  of  the   l'urk   fr entering   the    keepetM*  room,  to  prevent    keepecn  from    lounging   in  the 

office,  to  prevent  e\ci— iie  noi-e  in  the  keeper-'  room,  Ml  watch   the  clock    nml    arc    that    all  dnticn  nre  punctually 

|tcrformiil  no  fur  a-  tin-  ntitlion  in  conccnicil.  and  Hint  cvrrv  iuini*ia  ptvpurcil  in  lime  for  bin  regular  duttea;  lo  ace 
Hint  rc|Kirt.n  nre  properly  nml  punctually  made,  and  i-pccially  to  nee  that  no  keeper  leaven  the  keeper-  room  for 
nny  |llir|Mrar,  lllllean  lie  i-  utt  duly,  without  fn  ing  |H?rfectly  clcnn.  hair  lirunhed.  benril  combed  or  evidently  -haven. 
within  twenty-four   hour-,  and   in   full    uniform    in   cvrrv  particular,  cloth   eleiin.   limn-    |Hiliabed,  allora  clean  and 

newly  oiled  or  poliahftl,  foul  hull il  to  the  neck   undnn  mite  collar  viaihlc,  gloven  clean.      Kec|iom  or.  acting 

keepet-i  not  uniformed  are  to  In-  iu-pected  in  all  other  hurlieulani  except  thonc  of  the  unifonii.  No  ki"C|MT  in  to 
In-  allowed  lo  remain  in  the  office,  or  to  |tun*  through  it.  or  to  go  out  at  the  outer  'door  on  nay  lluty.  who  han  not 
Ihcii  iliajHl'tcil,  mill  who  bus.  not  punacll  inn|action  nati-lnctorily.  Kec|K'm  ufl  lluty  nre  not  to' lie  allowed  lo  pa-w 
out  weuritig  any  part  of  their  uniform. 

If  the  nergeiint ffiee  duty  in ler  a  necennitv  to  li-avii  the  office,  nnd  no  other  nergcant  in  rendv  lo  relievo 

him,  he  ahull  appoint  11  keeper  to  ait   in  hi-  place,  who  nlmll  perforin  nil  the  nbuvc  described  ilntica  of  offlco' 

jMTgealit.  and  be  renpected  nn  office  ncrgeailt  until  relieved  by  a  nergcant. 

Whenever  there  are  two  or  more  kerprrn  of  the  reacrve  nt  the  atntioll.  one  ahnll  In'  coimtantlv  rendv  in  all 
rc»|icct-  for  UHV  duty,  ami  nlmll  he  in  the  office,  and  a  nccond  ahnll  be  llrena.il  and  rendy  at  once  to  take  the  plnco 
of  the  lir-t  if  he  nhouhl.  while  waiting,  he  reiptirctl  to  kiive  the  office,  but  the  nerg.-ant  lllnv  |n-niiit'tlie  arrond 
to  be  in  the  kee|K-r-  room.  Thin  dutv  -hall  be  taken  in  turn  bv  eaeli  laalt.  The  limt  -hall  he  called  the  •  Officc- 
Krr|H-r,"  and  the  nccond  the  _"  Office,  Relief."  When  the  "  oflii'-c-kci'iu'r"  in  relieved  the  next  man  in  turn  -I, all 
and  within  two  minute-  report  hiinnclf  for  innpit-tioll  to  the  office  nciireiuit  nn  the  office 
-kecfHT  limy  read,  but  nhall  not  fall  anlcep,  or  niuokc.  or  enter  into  ctHivernatioil  with  nny 
The  office  relief,  while  ill  tlio  keeper*  room,  ueeil  -be  under,  no  eonntraint,  except  aa  to 
clnove  bin  cap   and   gluven   alter    in-pertioti,  putting   them  on   ngain 


nhall  I 
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relief      The   offlc 
one  while  mi  thia  iluty 
wearing  hia  entire  hotly -llllifol .... 
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Mum    12th,   1SS9. 
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75.  Mounted  police  in  Central  Park,  1895. 

76.  "Rules  and   Conditions  of  Service   of  the 
Central  Park  Keepers.'*  1859. 

77.  A  lawn-littered  afternoon  in  about  1900. 
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"When  I  come  to  my  Park,  and  get  away 
from  people  and  houses  and  discords,  I 
feel  Nature  elevate  me,  strengthen  me,  fill 
me  with  a  fresh  courage  and  faith.  I  feel 
all  these  things  with  an  overwhelming  in- 
tensity. 
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79.  "There  is  the  glory  of  the  city — that  is  one 
thing.  There  is  the  glory  of  the  Park — that 
is  another  thing.  .  .  .  There  are  times  when 
I  love  to  stand  at  the  juncture  of  two  great 
avenues  and  feel  the  tide  of  human  life 
beat  up  against  me  . . .  times  when  the 
clang  of  the  cable  cars,  the  rumble  of  the 


stages  . .  .  the  shrill  whistle  of  the  post- 
man, are  as  music  to  my  ears.  But  I  know 
also  the  charm  of  Nature,  her  great  still- 
ness, her  majestic  aloofness;  know  the 
value  and  refreshment  of  wide  vistas.  Do 
you  know  the  muscles  of  your  eye  need 
stretching  now  and  then  just  as  all  your 


muscles  do?  The  two  influences — that  of 
the  town  and  that  of  Nature — respond  to 
different  needs.  They  should  be  kept  apart. 
Where  combination  or  compromise  is  ef- 
fected, there  is  certain  to  be  failure." 

From  Annie  Nathan  Meyer, 
My  Park  Book,  1898 
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Revised   plan   for  Morningside   Park,  1887. 
The  first  report  was  written  in  1873. 

81.  The  rocky  cliffside  before  1873. 

82.  Morningside  Park  in  1900  with  the  cross- 
ing arches  of  The  Cathedral  of  St.  John 
the  Divine  seen  under  construction  at  the 
left  of  the  photograph. 


Morningside  Park,  mostly  a  cliffside,  is  one  of  the  more  typical  exam- 
ples of  land  "left  over"  because  speculators  and  builders  could  not  use 
it.  It  was  then  presented  to  Olmsted  and  Vaux  to  be  made  into  a  park, 
which  they  did,  Olmsted  protesting  the  lack  of  any  sort  of  plan  with 
regard  to  the  city's  park  placement  and  use. 

Civilizing  cities  in  spite  of  themselves,  Olmsted  and  his  partners  could 
take  cliffs  in  Manhattan,  mountains  in  Montreal,  and  marshes  in  Bos- 
ton and  turn  them  into  the  loveliest  of  parks,  treasures  of  open  space. 
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83.  Map  of  the  Riverside  District,  1875. 

84.  Riverside  Drive,  the  Hudson  River,  and  the 
New  Jersey  Palisades,  from  the  cover  of  a 
promotional  booklet  of  1888  describing  the 
merits  of  Manhattan's  upper  west  side  as 
a  residential  neighborhood. 
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In  his  official  park  capacity,  Olmsted  was  also  responsible  to  the  park 
commission  for  "laying-out"  the  land  being  developed  in  upper  Man- 
hattan and  the  Bronx.  His  ideas,  far  in  advance  of  the  time,  urban 
planning  in  the  true  sense,  were  rejected  in  favor  of  the  visible  profit 
square-lot  grid-plan  system. 

Doing  what  he  could  in  the  Riverside  District  of  upper  Manhattan's 
west  side,  Olmsted  inserted  a  park  into  the  grid:  ".  .  .  the  Department 
was  advised,  in  1873,  that  the  imaginary  line  by  which  the  site  for  the 
avenue  was  divided  from  the  site  for  the  park  should  be  disregarded, 
and  a  plan  prepared,  with  a  view  to  utilize,  in  the  greatest  degree  prac- 
ticable, the  advantages  offered  by  the  territory,  as  a  whole,  for  the 
several  purposes — first,  of  a  means  of  access  to  the  property  on  its 
east  side;  second,  of  a  pleasure  drive,  commanding  a  fine  view  over 
the  river,  airy  and  shaded;  third,  of  a  foot  promenade,  commanding  the 
same  view,  and  also  airy  and  shaded." 
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85.  Squatters'  shacks  in  the  Riverside  District, 
drawing  by  Thomas  R.  Manley,  1892. 

86.  Riverside  Park  area,  about  1900. 
,\    .      I, 

S     \/  If      87-  Riverside  Drive  at  94th  Street,  about  1890. 
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Olmsted's  design  is  evident  in  the  curved  drive  following  topographic 
contours.  Further  north  from  104th  to  110th  Street,  the  original  design 
(Fig.  83)  shows  traffic  divisions  for  carriages,  equestrians,  bicycles,  and 
pedestrians. 
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The  policy  of  conducting  interments  or  at  least  placing  monuments  in 
public  parks  is  unfortunately  still  a  current  one  in  New  York  City. 
Olmsted,  asked  to  advise  on  Grant's  Tomb,  responded:  "The  space 
available  reaches  from  the  end  of  the  Terrace  to  the  brow  of  a  de- 
clivity from  which  a  magnificent  view  is  commanded  up  the  valley  of 
the  Hudson  . . .  The  site  proposed  for  the  Grant  sepulchre  is  on  a  line, 
and  about  midway,  between  the  end  of  the  terrace  already  built  and 
this  point  of  view.  It  occupies  the  centre  of  the  ground  reserved  for 
the  terminal  feature  of  the  Promenade.  It  is  a  very  fine  site  for  a  pub- 
lic monument.  But  it  will  be  extremely  unfortunate  if,  on  the  one  hand, 
the  remains  of  the  dead  are  brought  into  close  association  with  the 
gayety  of  the  Promenade  at  this  culminating  point." 
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88.  Grant's  Tomb,  Riverside  Park,  1912. 

89.  "Present  Appearance  of  the  Interior  of  the 
Temporary  Tomb  of  General  Grant  at 
Riverside  Park,"  Frank  Leslie's  Illustrated, 
August  29,  1885. 

90.  "Troop  99,  Uptown  Branch  of  Boy  Scouts 
of  America,  Tree  Patrol  of  Riverside 
Park,"  1926.  Olmsted  trained  "keepers" 
and  established  rules  for  them.  This  tree 
patrol  would  have  earned  his  approval.  Is 
there  a  lesson  for  today?  Parks  simply  can- 
not patrol  or  maintain  themselves. 


122      Frederick  Law  Olmsted's  New  York 


91 


91.  The  Battle  Pass.  Photo  in  1865.  The  Revo- 
lutionary War  site  within  the  bounds  of 
Prospect  Park,  the  area  typical  of  Brook- 
lyn farmland. 

92.  Calvert  Vaux's  original  sketch  plan  of  the 
site,  sent  to  Olmsted  in  California.  The 
Viele  plan  consists  of  the  solid  outline  areas 
bisected  by  Flatbush  Avenue;  the  dotted 
line  extension  (upper  right)  is  Vaux's. 
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Perhaps  the  most  satisfying  experience  that  Olmsted  and 
Vaux  shared  was  their  work  in  Brooklyn.  Here,  securing 
greater  understanding  and  cooperation,  Olmsted  was  able 
to  work  on  Prospect  Park  and  its  connected  Parkways  in 
accord  with  some  of  the  urban  precepts  he  proposed 
earlier  for  Manhattan,  rejected  as  fanciful. 
Portions  of  Prospect  Park  embody  in  places  the  considered 
maturity  that  the  tour-de-force  of  Central  Park  lacks.  The 
preliminary  layout  by  Vaux,  who  recommended  a  major 
boundary  change,  enabled  the  partners  to  achieve  a  single 
integrated  whole  in  equilibrium,  a  broad  lake  on  one  side 
balanced  by  a  grand,  rolling  meadow  on  the  other,  with  a 
series  of  felicitous  pastoral  variations  in  between. 
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93.  Egbert  Viele's  Prospect  Park  plan. 

94.  Olmsted,    Vaux    and    Company's    Prospect 
Park  plan. 
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95.  Original  appearance  of  the  Prospect  Park 
site.  Photograph  about  1865. 

96.  Surveying  the  site.  It  has  been  suggested 
that  the  two  persons  holding  the  drawing 
sheet  are  Vaux,  on  the  left,  and  Olmsted, 
on  the  right.   Photograph  about  1865. 
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97.  Tree-moving  machine,   Prospect  Park. 

98.  Surveyors'  camp  in  Prospect  Park. 

99.  Construction  in  the  park  in  1867.  The 
enormous  pyramidal  mounds  could  be 
top  soil  stored  in  the  lake  bed  for  replace- 
ment when  excavation  is  completed. 
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It  should  now  be  understood  that  the  major  parks  of  New  York  did 
not  come  into  existence  simply  by  having  fences  built  around  them. 
Containing  everything  from  important  works  of  civil  and  hydraulic 
engineering  to  carefully  planned  seasonal  shades  of  green,  they  reflect 
the  patient  aesthetic  judgment  of  the  time. 
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100.  "Prospect  Park,  Brooklyn,"  Appleton's 
Journal,  June  4,  1870. 

101.  An  early  view,  overlooking  the  Vale  of 
Cashmere.  The  word  paradise  relates  to 
the  Persian  word  for  park,  enclosure. 
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102.  The  Long  Meadow  in  1902. 

103.  Deer  in  Prospect  Park,  1870's. 
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104.  Rustic  shelter  near  the  Meadowport  Arch. 

105.  Terrace  of  Pedestrian  Concourse,  near  the 
Music  Grove. 

106.  Lawn  tennis,  a  removable  activity;  the 
nets  are  picked  up  and  taken  away  to  be 
replaced  by  croquet,  bowling,  or  a  May- 
pole, leaving  a  versatile  space,  not  one 
dedicated  to  single  sporting  activities  re- 
quiring permanent  sheets  of  cement  and 
wire    net    fences.    Photos    taken    in    1885. 
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107.  The  Meadowport  Arch. 

108.  The  Nethermead  Arches.  Converging  un- 
der them  from  left  to  right:  bridle  path, 
flowing  stream,  and  pedestrian  way;  over 
these  three  is  the  carriage  road. 

109.  The  Cleftridge  Span. 
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110.  Brooklyn  Park  Commissioner  George  V. 
Brower  and  staff  in  front  of  their  Litchfield 
Villa  Headquarters  in  Prospect  Park,  1897. 

111.  The  Circular  Yacht,  a  waterborne  merry- 
go-round  that  operated  on  the  pond. 

112.  "Design  for  the  Pavilion  to  be  erected  in 
the  Concert  Grove,"  1873.  An  elegant  ex- 
ample of  Victorian  orientalia  whose  roof 
shape  still  survives. 

113.  Rustic  Arbor.  A  good  place  to  rest. 
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114,115,116,117.  Vocabulary  of  a  park 


TI1.1A    EUROPEA  . 

EUROPEAN     LINDEN 
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118.  At  one  odd  moment  in  Brooklyn  history  a 
corner  of  Prospect  Park  seems  to  have 
been  turned  into  a  garbage  dump.  This 
photograph  was  taken  in  1900  by  George 
Brainard,  whose  glass  negative  collection 
is  carefully  preserved  and  documented  at 
the  Brooklyn  Public  Library. 
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119.  An  early  vista  through  the  Cleftridge  Span. 
The  choice  offered  by  these  two  pictures 
of  Prospect  Park  is  not  as  clear  to  many 
people  as  one  would  like  to  think.  A  sur- 
prising number  might  find  it  arguable. 
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120.  "Design  for  laying  out  Tompkins  Park — 
Brooklyn."  Olmsted,  Vaux  and  Co.,  Land- 
scape Architects. 
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121.  "Design  for  laying  out  the  grounds  known 
as  Fort  Greene  or  Washington  Park,  in  the 
city  of  Brooklyn."  Olmsted,  Vaux  and  Co., 
Landscape  Architects. 
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122.  Design  for  Martyrs'  Memorial,  Fort  Greene 
Park,  1874. 

123.  Cross-section  of  Martyrs'  Memorial. 

124.  Fort  Greene  Park,  the  terrace,  1904. 
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Of  two  urban  parks  in  Brooklyn  designed  by  Olmsted  and  Vaux, 
Tompkins  Park  is  currently  (1972)  the  scene  of  building  construction, 
taking  the  form  of  a  large  concrete  structure  to  serve  as  a  Golden  Age 
Center,  although  there  are  many  acres  of  empty  land  around  the  park. 
The  larger  Fort  Greene  Park,  initially  designed  to  serve  a  variety  of 
civic  functions,  contains  an  impressive  number  of  dead  in  its  funerary 
vault,  expressing  once  again  the  unfortunate  Victorian  taste  for  inter- 
mixing cemetery  and  park. 
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125.  The  Eastern  Parkway  system  design,  with 
details  and  subsidiary  streets,  diagram 
published  in  1873. 

126.  Facsimile  of  title  page  showing  the  first 
printed  use  of  the  word  parkway,  "Report 
to  the  Prospect  Park  Commissioners," 
1868. 

127.  Eastern  Parkway  begins  at  the  oval  plaza 
entrance  to  Prospect  Park.  Ocean  Parkway 
begins  at  the  upper  boundary  of  the  park. 


Inventing  the  word  and  elaborating  the  "park- 
way" in  their  1868  report,  Olmsted  and  Vaux 
went  beyond  their  earlier  and  simpler  Ocean 
Parkway  and  designed  Eastern  Parkway  as  part 
of  a  sophisticated  arterial-residential  complex. 
Park,  parkway,  and  residential  area  were  now 
functioning  facets  of  a  greater  whole  that  Olm- 
sted had  in  mind  and  wrote  about,  but  which 
he  was  not  to  achieve  in  New  York. 
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On  October  27,  1898,  Winston  Buzby,  defying  the  law,  attempted  to  drive  an  automobile 
into  Central  Park.  Forbidden  because  of  the  danger  to  horses  in  the  parks,  the  auto- 
mobile was  not  considered  a  pleasure  vehicle  by  the  authorities.  This  test  case,  how- 
ever, went  in  favor  of  the  car,  and  in  the  next  year  the  first  permit  to  drive  in  Central 
Park  was  issued  to  Mr.  Robert  Smith.  An  earlier,  more  peaceful  era  was  partially  recap- 
tured when,  in  1966,  cars  were  banned  in  the  parks  on  weekends  and  evenings. 
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128.  Eastern    Parkway    and    Washington    Ave- 
nue, 1900. 

129.  Central  Park  Automobile  Permit  #1. 

130.  Principal  entrance  to  Prospect  Park,  Grand 
Army  Plaza,  1906. 
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131.  Map  of  Staten  Island,  1853.  Olmsted's 
farm  is  indicated  by  the  arrow. 

132.  Olmsted's  farmhouse,  much  altered  but 
still  in  existence. 

133.  Pear  trees  still  being  sold  from  the  farm 
by  Olmsted's  brother  John.  Hagadorn's 
Staaten  Islander,  1856. 


Olmsted  operated  a  farm  on  Staten  Island  from  1848  to  1854,  importing 
and  propagating  nursery  stock  for  sale  to  farmers  and  landowners  on 
the  island.  He  sold  also  to  landscape  gardeners  and  no  doubt  assisted 
in  choosing  sites  for  trees  and  plantings.  The  view  from  his  farmhouse 
across  New  York  Bay  he  sometimes  found  "wondrous  beautiful."  De- 
scribing the  places  his  view  encompassed,  he  came  uncannily  close  to 
enumerating  the  elements  comprising  the  new  federal  park  facility 
now  being  established:  Gateway  National  Recreation  Area. 
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runt  Oftke,  will  receive  immediate  attention. 
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PEAR  TREES  of  the    best  French   varieties,  upon 
quince  roots,  (coming   into  immediate  bearing) 
and    of    good  size.     Trees    delivered  free  upon    (his  i 
island.    Mail  addrcus, 

J.  If.  OLMSTEAD, 
uiliJD  4w  Soofhside,  S.  1. 


WARDLE'S  SOLUBLE  INDIGO. 

rTlIIIS  preparation    meets  all  the  objections  hitherto 
132  ^^y|  •- made  by  the  washerwoman,  to   th*   bin*   «««'   : 
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134,135.  Staten  Island  views,  1880's. 

136.  Fourteen  Recommendations  made  in  Olm- 
sted's Staten  Island  Improvement  Commis- 
sion Report. 


A  document  extraordinary  for  its  scope  and 
completeness,  the  1871  Staten  Island  Report 
dealt  with  a  spectrum  of  interconnected  en- 
vironmental matters,  from  hygiene,  especially 
with  regard  to  malaria,  to  the  matter  of  traffic 
networks.  The  primary  intent  was  to  solve  its 
malaria  problem  and  thus  establish  the  island 
as  a  desirable  residential  area  in  the  metrop- 
olis. Staten  Island  itself  was  most  attractive, 
and  Olmsted  came  back  to  live  there  while 
working  on  Prospect  Park. 
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1.  Westfield  Highroad 

2.  Northfield  Highroad 

3.  Southfield  Highroad 

4.  Brighton  Place 

5.  Shore  Road 

6.  Transverse  Roads  (not  shown) 

7.  Public  Drains  (not  shown) 

8.  Under  Drain  and  Road  Drains  (not  shown) 

9.  Open  Public  Drains  (not  shown) 

10.  Natural  Water  Courses 

11.  Occasional  Flood  Courses  (not  shown) 

12.  Flood  Regulators 

13.  Eastern  Water  Preserve  and  Public  Common 

14.  Western  Water  Preserve  and  Public  Common 
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137.  The    23rd    and    24th    Ward    (Bronx)    local 
steam  transit  route  plan,  1877. 

138.  View  of  the  23rd  and  24th  Wards  looking 
south  from  High  Bridge  water  tower,  1900. 


Bronx      157 

Beyond  his  recommendations  for  development  of  the  Bronx  in  accord 
with  its  own  particular  topography,  Olmsted,  together  with  civil  and 
topographical  engineer  James  Croes,  devised  a  local  steam  transit  rail 
system  for  the  Bronx.  Local,  circuit,  and  through  travel  lines  were  care- 
fully planned  and  were  to  come  in  advance  of  the  final  development  of 
streets  with  their  own  traffic  pattern,  which  were  to  be  made  integral. 
These,  like  other  plans  by  Olmsted  for  New  York,  were  not  followed. 
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139.  Sewer  construction  meets  the  New  York 
Central  Railroad  tracks  at  the  intersection 
of  Broadway  and  230th  Street,  Bronx, 
1904. 

140.  Steam  locomotive  at  the  Fordham  Road 
Station,  Bronx,  before  1900. 

141.  Construction  of  the  Riverdale  Avenue 
ramp  opposite  232nd  Street  in  the  Bronx, 
1928. 
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Heavy  concrete  retaining  walls  for  straight  roadway  construction  is 
avoided  when  streets  follow  topographical  contours.  In  his  Bronx 
reports  Olmsted  makes  the  point  that  "If  a  man  .  .  .  wishes  to  drive  a 
horse  of  ordinary  quality  with  a  light  wagon  to  another  point  180  feet 
higher  on  a  hillside,  he  can  do  so  in  shorter  time  upon  a  curved  road 
800  yards  in  length  than  up  on  a  straight  road  of  600  yards."  An  auto- 
mobile would,  of  course,  require  more  fuel  to  overcome  the  grade. 
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Brief  Report  upon  Rockaway  Point. 

I  have  examined  the  sea  coast  from 
below  Long  Branch  to  beyond  Far  Rockaway 
and  found  nowhere  else  natural  advan- 
tages for  a  popular  summer  re- 
sort equal  to  those  of  the  property 
lately  purchased  by  Mr.  Attrill. 

Its  outer  beach  is  in  several  respects 
better  than  the  beaches  of  Long  Branch, 
Seabright  and  Coney  Island.  It  is  in- 
ferior in  none.  The  water  is  clearer  and  the 
surf  more  regular. 

There  is  an  admirable  inner  beach  for  still-water 
bathing,  a  good  harbor  for  the  largest  yachts, 
quiet  land-locked  water  for  regattas,  sailing, 
fishing  and  shooting  and  a  perfect  driving 
beach  five  miles  in  length  swept 
by  the  sea  breeze,  all  which  con- 
ditions are  lacking  at  Long  Branch  and  at 
Manhattan  and  Brighton  Beaches. 

There  is  a  site  for  a  range  of  buildings 
half  a  mile  or  more  in  length,  close  upon 
the  sea  beach  more  elevated  and  less  liable 
to  disturbance  in  storms  than  any  corresponding 
site  at  Coney  Island  or  Long  Branch.  I  believe 
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the  sea  breeze  to  be  stronger  and  steadier 
and  the  mean  summer  temperature  lower  than 
at  either  of  these  places. 

There  are  no  serious  difficulties  in  the  way 
of  drainage  and  sewerage  and  other  sanitary  con- 
ditions are  decidedly  superior  to  those  of  Coney  Island. 

I  have  found  Mr.  Attrill's  property 
at  disadvantage  only  in  that  it  has  more  mus  - 
kitoes  [sic].  This  I  believe  to  be  due  to  certain  shallow 
pools  of  fresh  water  upon  it  and  a  thick  growth  of 
bushes  about  them.  Both  these  objectionable 
conditions  may  be  perfectly  remedied. 
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NYC  16th  Sept.  1879 


142.  Brief  Report   upon   Rockaway   Point,   1879, 
and  transcription. 

143.  Map  of  Rockaway  Beach,  1879. 


162        Frederick  Law  Olmsted's  New  York 


RAPID    TRANSIT   TO    THE    SEA. 

Time,  30  Minutes  to  the  Suif, 

N.  Y.,  Woodhaven  & 
Rockaway  R.R. 

A  most  beautiful  ride  aorosa 
Jamaica  Bay.  on  one  of  t  he  lonyoet 
Bridges   in    Uie    World,    to 

ROCKAWAY  BEACH 

Hourly  Excursions. 

Str  Indtz  on  latt  pagt  of  IlulhKger'i   Momior 
Guide  /or  lxm»-tat>lt. 

For  Flanlng  Ciouralona,  Jflmrtoa 
Bay  la  without  a  aivnl  atitliin  Ilia  "mil.  of 
a  day  a  trip  from  Ne»  York  lloalmali,  with 
Uoata  to  ill ra  for  liaull-K  ami  Fialitng  pur- 
poeie.  ara  to   I.     fuond  al  uuch  Station. 

The    Beach     la    Nina    Mllra  long,    aad 

ia,    tlir.MiKl i    it.  rcnglh,  o»e  of   tl,«  Kineet 

no  thu  Mlatiti,  Cuaat,  ntl  Inaonaf  araldy 
Snfwrfor  to  any  ollitT  nfiir  Nrw  York,  and 
afforda  Surf  and  Still  Water  Bathing 
aod     aa     1'leaaaut      Pint ulin|{     aa     CaJi     bo 
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TICKETS   f   r  aal 

N»w     Voik,     WooJIiav.-i 
a  I' t.  l.oim  1 


at  tno  Depot  of  tha 
1  R...  .»..,.  R  R. 
land    K  K  .   Itu.l.w,,  k 


ma,,  llronklyli,  alia  at  lln 


7th  8t  and  34th  St.  FoitW,  Now  Vork  City. 

Bound  Trip  Excursion  Tickets 

FIFTY    CENTS. 

I  Hrranitomctita  »<H   lie   ma.lo  for 
Partita   by  So'ji-tlea,   l.o,lKae, 


C.   a     JUDSON,   Oen'l   Pnaaenger  and  Ticket  Agent.  88   Wall  Street.  New  York. 
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144.  "Rapid  Transit  to  the  Sea,"  1883. 

145.  "Take  the  New  York,  Woodhaven  and  Rock- 
away  Railroad  to  Rockaway  Beach,"   1880. 

146.  Bird's-eye  view  of  Rockaway,  1880's. 
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In  his  formal  report  Olmsted  elaborated  on  all  conditions  relative  to 
the  establishment  of  the  resort  that  Mr.  Atrill  intended.  Typically  Olm- 
stedian  from  psychology  to  fireworks  to  general  advice,  it  was 
complete: 


Make  the  most  that  is  practicable  of  these  three  elements — the 
great  breadth  of  the  oceanview,  the  surf  tumbling  at  your  feet  and 
the  expression  of  amplitude  and  liberality  in  your  provision  for 
general  public  entertainment .  .  .  bring  all  your  main  structures  into 
one  line  ...  to  avoid  flanking  out  the  view  of  the  sea. 
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How  much  of  Olmsted's  plan  was  followed  is  uncertain — the  drawings 
are  lost— but  it  is  known  that  he  laid  out  the  grounds  and  landscaped 
the  site  for  the  world's  largest  hotel  up  to  that  time.  It  was  1,188  feet 
long,  250  feet  wide,  and  40  persons  could  walk  up  its  main  stairway 
arm  in  arm.  Mr.  Atrill  went  bankrupt  and  only  one  wing  of  the  build- 
ing opened,  for  about  a  month,  to  close  down  forever  in  1881. 
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147.  Rockaway    Beach    Hotel,    1881,    the    view 

printed  on  its  letterhead. 
148, 149.  Rockaway  Beach  bathers,  1896. 
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150.  Central  Park  South ,  1968,  photo  by 
Peter  Fink. 


Nature  and  the  city,  the  balance  be- 
tween them  is  man's  to  destroy,  pre- 
serve, or  mediate. 
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Frederick  Law  Olmsted  was  a  practicing  environmentalist  a 
century  before  the  word  "ecology"  came  to  have  its  current  sig- 
nificance. He  could  look  on  a  piece  of  land,  understand  the  quality 
of  its  soil,  ascertain  the  kinds  of  trees  and  grasses  it  could  nourish, 
assay  its  capability  to  absorb  and  drain  water,  perceive  the  effect 
of  prevailing  winds  and  the  action  of  the  seasons.  He  knew  the 
structure  of  the  land  and  how  it  conducted  the  organic  inter- 
change of  sun,  air,  water,  and  life.  He  also  knew  how  to  rearrange 
— not  break  or  interfere  with — these  organic  linkages  in  a  viable, 
constructive  way  so  that  the  land  could  serve  man's  purposes, 
because  he  was  a  firm  believer  in  growth  and  progress. 

In  the  same  way  he  could  also  look  at  a  city,  understand  the 
course  of  its  development,  predict  the  places  where  industry  and 
trade  would  concentrate,  where  workers'  houses  would  then  fol- 
low, perceive  where  the  problems  of  crowding  would  fester  most, 


pinpoint  the  impending  tangles  of  transportation  and  communica- 
tion lines,  foresee  the  inadequacies  of  provision  for  sewage  and 
waste  disposal  with  consequent  pollution,  and,  when  given  the 
opportunity,  could  obviate  these  problems  with  remarkable  vision. 

In  between  these  ecological  and  urban  spheres,  he  knew 
how  to  mediate  nature's  way,  providing  for  crowded  cities  great 
parks  that  re-created  almost  totally,  for  those  deprived  of  it,  the 
countryside,  charming  and  complete,  or  providing  in  a  country 
setting  the  amenities  of  towns. 

It  is  ironic  that  just  as  the  argument  is  being  taken  up  all 
over  the  world  as  to  whether  man  has  actually  succeeded  in 
severing  the  links  of  the  biosphere,  the  organic  chain  that  binds 
his  very  existence  on  this  planet,  this  country's,  and  perhaps  the 
world's,  most  important  environmental  artist-engineer,  Frederick 
Law  Olmsted,  comes  to  take  his  place  on  the  stage  of  history. 
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Sources  of  Illustrations 


Note:  Central  Park  Reports  refer  to  the  Annua/  Reports 
of  the  Board  of  Commissioners  of  the  Central  Park. 
Brooklyn  Parks  Reports  refer  to  Brooklyn  Parks  Depart- 
ment Annua!  Reports. 
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sion, New  York  Public  Library.  8.  Central  Park  Reports. 
1860.  9.  Courtesy  of  Olmsted  Associates,  Inc.,  Brookline, 
Mass.  10.  Central  Park  Reports.  1864.  11.  Courtesy  of  The 
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ton's  Journal  Art  Supplement,  1869.  13.  Courtesy  of  The 
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Central   Park  Reports.   1872,  1862.   1868,  1862. 
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1844 
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1851 

1852 

1853 

1856 

1857 

1857-58 

1858 

1859 

1860 

1861 


Born  in  Hartford,  Connecticut,  April  26. 

Advised  by  doctor  to  give  up  college  because  of  weak  eyes.  1863 

Studied  civil  engineering. 
Sailed  to  China  as  a  cabin  boy. 
Studied  farming  in  Connecticut  and  New  York. 
Operated   farm   and  tree  nursery  on  Staten   Island,   where   he 
remained  until  1854. 

Traveled  to  Europe  and  the  British  Isles;  visited  Birkenhead,  1864 

Wynstay  Park,  other  landscape  design  by  Joseph  Paxton.  1865 

Consulted  with  Andrew  Jackson  Downing  in  Newburgh,  New 
York.  1866 

Published  Walks  and  Talks  of  an  American  Farmer  in  England 
recounting  1850  tour.  1867 

Wrote  series  of  letter-reports  to  the  New  York  Times,  pub- 
lished in  1856  as  a  book,  A  Journey  in  the  Seaboard  S/ave 
States.  1868 

Became  partner  in  Dix  and  Edwards  publishing  firm  and 
editor  of  Putnam's  Monthly  Magazine.  Sailed  to  Europe  on 
business.  1869 

Appointed  Superintendent  of  Central  Park,  New  York.  1870 

Worked  on  Greensward  Plan  with  Calvert  Vaux. 
Won  first  prize,  with  Vaux,  in  the  competition  for  Central  Park 
plan. 

Married  Mary  Perkins  Olmsted,  his  brother's  widow.  1871 

Went  abroad  again,  revisited  Birkenhead. 

Appointed,  with  Vaux,  "Landscape  Architect  and  Designer  to 
the  Commissioners  North  of  155th  Street"  in  Manhattan. 
Appointed  Executive  Secretary  of  the  United  States  Sanitary  1872 


Commission,  post  held  until  1863. 

Journeys  and  Explorations  in  the  Cotton  Kingdom,  Olmsted's 
report  on  conditions  in  the  prewar  South,  published  in  two 
volumes. 

Resigned,  with  Vaux,  as  landscape  architects  of  Central  Park. 
Assumed  superintendency  of  Mariposa  Mining  Estates  in  Cali- 
fornia. 

Served  as  First  Commissioner  on  Yosemite  Commission. 
Reappointed,  with  Vaux,  landscape  architects  for  Central  Park. 
Appointed,  with  Vaux,  to  design  Prospect  Park. 
Presented  plan  for  the  development  of  the  Berkeley   (Univer- 
sity of  California)  campus. 

Prepared,  with  Vaux,  plan  for  Eastern  Parkway,  Brooklyn. 
Published,   with   Vaux,   plan    for  Fort   Greene,   or   Washington 
Park. 

Published,  with  Vaux,  plan  for  Eastern  Parkway,  Brooklyn. 
Worked    on    preliminary    report    for    Riverside,    a    suburb    of 
Chicago. 

Worked,  with  Vaux,  on  plan  for  Buffalo,  New  York,  parks. 
Resigned,   with  Vaux,   from   Central   Park   Board   of  Commis- 
sioners.   Worked  with    Elisha    Harris,    J.    M.    Trowbridge,    and 
H.  H.  Richardson  on  a  comprehensive  improvement   plan   for 
Staten  Island. 

Reappointed,  with  Vaux,  landscape  architects  of  the  New  York 
Department  of  Public  Parks. 

Published  plan,  with  Vaux,  for  Chicago  South  Park. 
Published  plan,  with  Vaux,  for  Tompkins  Park,  Brooklyn. 
Appointed   a   commissioner   of   the   New  York   Department   of 
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1873 


1874 


1875 


1876 


1878 


Public  Parks  and  elected  President  and  Treasurer  of  the  Board. 
Vaux  appointed  landscape  architect.  Later  in  the  year  Olmsted 
resigned  and  then  was  reappointed  landscape  architect,  while 
Vaux,  who  had  similarly  resigned,  was  appointed  consulting 
landscape  architect. 
Dissolved  partnership  with  Vaux. 
Worked  actively  on  Central  Park. 

Traveled  through  New  England  and  Canada  with  the  H.  H. 
Richardsons.  Visited  Mount  Royal,  Montreal,  for  the  first  time. 
Worked,  with  Vaux,  on  plan  for  Morningside  Park,  New  York. 
Issued  report  on  Capitol  grounds  and  Lafayette  Square  area, 
Washington,  D.C. 

Offered  a  proposal  for  new  stairways  and  terraces  west  of 
the  Capitol. 

Prepared  plan  for  Riverside  Park  and  Avenue,  New  York. 
Presented  the  plan  for  the  laying  out  of  the  23rd  and  24th 
Wards  of  New  York,  which  was  followed  a  year  later  by  a 
report  for  local  steam  transit   routes   for  the  23rd   and   24th 
Wards  (the  Bronx). 

Published,  with  Leopold  Eidlitz  and  H.  H.  Richardson,  a  plan 
for  the  completion  of  the  New  York  State  Capitol  Building  at 
Albany,  New  York. 

Removed  from  his  position  as  Superintendent  of  the  Bureau  of 
Design  of  the  New  York  Department  of  Public  Parks  for  politi- 
cal reasons. 

Traveled  through  England  and  Europe. 

Began  actively  campaigning  for  the  preservation  of  Niagara 
Falls. 


1879         Submitted  plan  for  the  development  of  Rockaway  Point,  New 
York. 

Worked  on  Capitol  grounds  in  Washington,  D.C,  and  Boston 
parks.  His  involvement  with  Boston  park  system,  which  con- 
tinued through  1893,  resulted  in  Boston's  "emerald  necklace," 
a  continuous  system  of  parks  and  parkways. 
Bought  house  in  Brookline,  Massachusetts,  which  became  his 
permanent  home  and  professional  headquarters. 
Presented  preliminary  map  for  Belle  Isle  Park,  Detroit. 
Worked  on  plans  for  many  private  estates. 

Asked  to  help  conduct  first  civil-service  examination  in  land- 
scape gardening  given  by  New  York  Department  of  Public 
Parks. 

Published  plan  for  Franklin  Park,  Boston. 

Revised  general  plan,  with  Vaux,  for  Morningside  Park,  New 
York. 

General  plan,  with  Vaux,  for  the  improvement  of  Niagara  Falls. 
Visited  Palo  Alto,  California,  to  begin  plan  for  Stanford 
University. 

1888         Began  design  of  the  Biltmore  estate. 

1891         Worked  on  plan  for  World's  Columbian  Exposition,  Chicago. 
Adviser  on  park  system  for  Louisville. 

1893  Worked  with  William  Ware  on  a  report  on  the  occupation  of 
a  new  site  for  Columbia  University,  New  York  City. 

1894  Worked  on  plan  for  Cincinnati  park  system. 

1895  Retired  from  professional  practice. 
1903         Died  August  28. 
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